





























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































30 The physical spaces associated with halal food are primarily halal slaughterhouses, grocery stores, and 
restaurants. In the relational sense, halal food practices create a moral boundary where Muslims attempt 
to maintain their moral selves in the face of other haram/non-halal choices. See Lupton (1994:681): “all 
food inhabits a moral space”, for a discussion of the social and moral aspects of food. Also see Sen 
























31 There is a growing presence of East and West Africans in Devon Avenue. Some of the places serving 










































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































If	 one	 attentively	 observes	 a	 crowd	 during	 peak	
times	and	especially	 if	one	 listens	to	 its	rumour,	
one	 discerns	 flows	 in	 the	 apparent	 disorder	 and	
an	order	which	is	signaled	by	rhythms:	chance	or	
predetermined	 encounters,	 hurried	 carryings	 or	
nonchalant	meanderings	of	people	going	home	to	
withdraw	from	outside,	or	leaving	their	homes	to	
make	 contact	 with	 the	 outside,	 business	 people	
and	 vacant	 people	 –	 so	 many	 elements	 which	
make	up	a	polyrhythmy.	The	rhythmanalyst	thus	
knows	 how	 to	 listen	 to	 a	 place,	 a	 market,	 an	
avenue.	–	Henri	Lefebvre	(1996:	230)	
	
From	Athens	to	Georgia	
It	is	almost	7pm	as	I	drive	northbound	on	Chicago’s	Lake	Shore	Drive.	Traffic	on	a	Thursday	
evening	is	not	that	bad	around	Sheridan	and	Hollywood	Avenues.	I	make	my	turn	around	
the	Loyola	campus	and	drive	West	on	Devon	Avenue.	As	I	approach	Damon	Avenue	past	St.	
Henry	cemetery,	I	find	parking	on	the	street.	Although	it	is	drizzling	and	I	am	hungry,	I	
decide	to	walk.		
	 Near	Damon	Avenue,	I	walk	past	the	Athens	Beauty	Salon,	which	is	next	to	a	shop	
that	provides	Internet	services		--	30	minutes	for	$1.		I	had	to	use	that	place	once	when	I	
didn’t	have	my	laptop	and	couldn’t	find	any	free	wi-fi	in	the	neighborhood.	As	I	walk	past	
the	Salon,	I	see	the	elderly	Greek	owner	of	the	place.	She	was	sitting	on	her	chair	looking	
outside	towards	the	street	through	the	window	in	a	pensive	manner.	Later	I	discovered	she	
was	watching	a	Greek	soap	opera	(the	TV	was	next	to	the	window).	For	some	reason,	she	
waved	at	me	and	at	that	instant	I	decided	to	get	a	$5	haircut.	As	I	am	married	to	a	Cyprus-
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born-chirstened-in-Chios-highschooled-in-Crete-and-settled-in-Athens	woman,	I	had	some	
Greek	vocabulary	in	my	bag.	I	walk	in	and	surprise	her	with	‘Kalispera	Sas!’	(Good	evening).	
‘Milas	Helenika?’	(You	speak	Greek?),	was	her	enthusiastic	reply.	I	answer,	‘Poly	ligo,’	(very	
little),	I	am	learning	–	‘siga	siga’	(slowly).	‘Ok,	you	want	haircut?	I	give	you	one.’		
She	was	very	quick	in	settling	me	in	the	chair,	as	I	was	the	only	customer.	Then	we	
started	talking	about	the	neighborhood.	Her	husband	was	sitting	in	the	back	of	the	store	
and	didn’t	speak	English.	She	was	asking	him	to	fetch	her	things	in	Greek.	Both	of	them	
went	on	looking	at	the	melodrama	playing	on	TV.			
We	talked	about	her	past,	how	she	moved	here	almost	thirty	years	ago	and	seen	the	
neighborhood	evolve.	“I	give	cheap	haircut	so	lots	of	Indians	and	Pakistanis	come	here.”	She	
continues,		“I	live	not	too	far,	but	my	kids	are	all	grown	up	and	they	don’t	live	here	anymore.	
We	might	retire	and	move	somewhere	too.”	She	didn’t	say	anything	about	moving	back	to	
Greece.	While	I	was	there,	a	Hispanic	couple	walked	in	with	a	toddler.	He	needed	his	head	
shaved	or	rather	his	parents	needed	to	have	his	head	shaved.	“$5!	I	shave	his	head.	No	
problem,”	she	exclaimed	as	she	was	giving	me	a	quick	finishing	touch.		
	 I	said	goodbye	and	promised	to	bring	my	wife	next	time.	I	proceeded	with	my	saunter	
passing	‘Ghareeb	Newaz’,	one	of	the	most	famous	restaurants	in	the	neighborhood.		The	
place	was	full	as	usual.	I	usually	get	their	Chicken	Biryani.	They	also	have	a	gyro-Biryani	
that	I	haven’t	tried.		However,	I	was	thinking	about	a	different	place	to	try	today.	
I	kept	walking	past	Baba	Mart.	I	made	a	quick	stop	to	say	hi	to	the	owner	and	buy	
some	gum	from	him.	He	is	one	of	the	oldest	shop	owners	in	the	neighborhood	and	has	also	
seen	the	place	change	for	better	or	worse	over	time.		Within	a	few	minutes	of	each	other,	I	
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see	a	dentist’s	place,	a	Jewish	vocational	service,	an	Assyrian	Temple,	and	the	Devon	Pawn	
shop.	All	of	these	are	closed	at	this	time.	Maybe	the	pawnshop	is	open.	I	pass	a	Pizza	stall	
that	looks	very	busy	–	one	of	the	few	non-South	Asian	eateries	around	here.		One	may	also	
get	excited	about	“Italian	Express”	across	the	street,	which	is	known	for	their	Halal	spicy	
gyro	pizza	and	spicy	cheeseburger.	I	have	yet	to	try	those.	They	also	have	pasta	and	
meatballs	but	overall	this	is	not	an	Italian	place	in	the	truest	sense.		
	 I	ignore	the	growling	in	my	stomach	and	walk	past	7-Eleven	and	El	Pueblo.		Then	I	
approach	Usmania,	one	of	the	semi-posh	large-scale	restaurants.	Across	the	street,	there	is	
also	Usmania	halal	Chinese,	owned	by	the	same	people,	if	you	prefer	something	different.		
Past	Peking	house	and	King	Sweets,	I	am	almost	near	Claremont	where	I	start	to	enter	the	
heart	of	the	shopping	district.	I	keep	walking	and	go	past	Awami	bazaar	--	a	big	grocery	
store	that	sells	produce	and	halal	meat.	Near	there,	I	run	into	Rashid,	a	Bangladeshi	guy	I	
know	in	the	neighborhood.	We	exchange	greetings	and	chat	for	a	while.	He	is	calling	it	a	
day	–	a	long	day	–	and	going	back	to	his	apartment	a	few	blocks	east.	He	has	been	working	
as	a	dishwasher	in	one	of	the	Indian	restaurants	for	two	years.	He	wanted	to	be	a	chef	but	
luck	didn’t	turn	out	that	way.		Past	Gandhi	Mart,	Hema’s	Kitchen,	and	World	Fresh	Market	
(another	Greek-owned	place),	I	decide	to	cross	the	street	and	walk	on	the	other	side.	My	
target	is	Sheesh	Mahal	Punjabi	Dhaba	next	to	the	Jamia	mosque	that	is	still	a	good	five	
blocks	away.		
	 I	cross	Western	Avenue	and	pass	Khan	BBQ,	a	popular	neighborhood	hang	out	place	
for	young	South	Asian	men.	If	I	look	north	on	Western	Avenue,	I	can	see	the	signs	of	Devon	
Bank	and	Live	Fresh	Halal	Chicken	blending	in	with	the	traffic.		I	pass	Tahoora	Sweets	
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where	groups	of	families	are	enjoying	sweets,	snacks,	and	tea.	I	soon	start	to	see	jewelry	and	
clothing	stores	in	between	restaurants	and	groceries.		
I	finally	arrive	at	the	Dhaba	and	order	myself	a	quick	meal.	They	don’t	have	a	TV	but	
the	table	next	to	me	is	having	a	serious	debate	about	Muslims	in	America.	Most	of	the	
conversation	was	in	Hindi	with	some	English	thrown	in	here	and	there.		After	I	finish	my	
meal	(a	sumptuous	Bihari	Kabab	with	paratha),	I	keep	walking	towards	Tallman	Avenue.	
The	concentration	of	people	and	stores	is	starting	to	thin	out	here.	I	quickly	peek	at	Al-
Monsoor	video	to	check	out	the	latest	CDs	and	DVDs.	I	don’t	find	anything	to	buy	so	I	keep	
walking.		I	see	Islamic	Books	and	Things,	Republic	Bank,	the	JA	meat	market.	Then	I	arrive	
at	IQRA,	one	of	the	largest	Islamic	bookstores	and	distributors	in	the	USA.	I	stop	by	and	say	
a	quick	hi	to	the	store	manager	there	who	helped	me	get	started	with	my	field	research.	I	
promise	to	stop	by	later	to	buy	some	books.	I	cross	Devon	Avenue	again.	The	old	history	of	
the	neighborhood	is	more	visible	at	this	end.	One	can	find	a	Russian	bookstore,	a	kosher	
butcher	and	a	Russian/Jewish	bakery.	However,	my	final	stop	for	the	night	is	Argo,	the	
Georgian	bakery.	I	pickup	some	Hachapuri	and	bread	for	breakfast.		And	I	need	to	drink	
some	coffee.	And	I	just	remember	that	I	parked	all	the	way	near	Ghareeb	Newaz.	Maybe	
someone	should	start	a	rickshaw	service	here	like	the	one	they	have	near	Times	Square	in	
New	York	or	back	home.		I	see	the	dome-shaped	oven	in	the	middle	of	Argo	where	an	elderly	
man	is	baking	attentively.		I	have	seen	him	a	few	other	times	here	and	I	always	notice	a	
melancholy	in	his	expression	similar	to	what	I	saw	in	the	Greek	woman’s	face	earlier.	But	he	
wasn’t	watching	an	soap	opera.		He	does	not	look	at	me	but	I	have	a	feeling	that	he	has	been	
baking	bread	all	his	life.	It	does	not	matter	where	he	is	–	Tbilisi	or	Chicago,	bread	is	his	life.		
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Every	city,	every	neighborhood	in	that	city	and	every	street,	corner,	and	alley	of	that	
neighborhood	has	its	own	rhythms	and	senses.	The	senses	deal	with	the	material	aspects	
of	the	city	such	as	the	road,	sidewalk,	walls,	doors,	facades,	and	vehicles	along	with	the	
cacophony	of	voices	in	the	streets,	smells	emanating	from	restaurants,	shops,	and	
dumpsters,	neon	signs	and	other	colorful	displays	captivating	our	eyes.	People	walking	in	
and	out	of	shops	and	houses,	waiting	for	buses,	crossing	streets,	leaving	and	entering	the	
neighborhood	indicate	a	notion	of	varied	rhythms	in	a	certain	place.	While	describing	her	
Hudson	Street	neighborhood	in	New	York	City,	Jane	Jacobs	(1961:	66)	famously	described	
such	a	rhythm	as	an	“intricate	sidewalk	ballet.”		Lefebvre	(1996:	229)	has	used	the	idea	of	
symphony	or	opera.		
My	primary	research	site,	Devon	Avenue,	is	no	exception	in	moving	in	its	own	
rhythms	and	evoking	a	variety	of	senses.	In	this	chapter,	I	focus	my	attention	on	the	daily	
life	in	and	around	Devon	Avenue	to	get	an	idea	of	the	variety	of	rhythms	and	senses	of	
this	neighborhood.	I	pay	particular	attention	to	the	Muslim	South	Asian	establishments	
and	dwellers,	settlers,	and	visitors	in	Devon	Avenue.	Although	my	underlying	theoretical	
framework	involves	the	idea	of	“moral	space”	as	described	in	the	introduction,	in	this	
chapter	I	highlight	the	daily	lives	of	the	people	in	the	street,	the	spatial	aspect	of	these	
activities	and	the	varying	sensory	evocations	that	come	with	all	these	spaces	and	actions.		
The	content	of	this	chapter	is	drawn	from	my	field	notes,	memories,	anecdotes,	
and	observations	during	numerous	visits	to	this	neighborhood	for	the	past	few	years	
(although	I	formally	started	my	dissertation	project	in	2010,	I	have	been	visiting	this	
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neighborhood	since	early	2000.	In	early	2007,	I	transformed	from	a	casual	observer	to	a	
nuanced	observer	and	note	taker).		
In	a	book	chapter	entitled	“Where	Jews,	Christians,	Hindus,	and	Muslims	Share	
the	Neighborhoods,”	Lowell	Livezey	(2000)	shares	his	peripatetic	notes	on	Devon	Avenue.	
He	starts	his	afternoon	walk	eastward	from	Kedzie,	which	is	labeled	as	“Golda	Meir	
Boulevard.”	This	is	where	“Jewish	residents	can	easily	find	most	of	the	supplies	needed	for	
observance	of	the	halachah	(Jewish	law)	as	interpreted	by	Orthodox	rabbis.	Here	one	can	
buy	a	wide	variety	of	kosher	groceries,	choosing	among	alternatives	that	have	been	
approved	by	different	Jewish	authorities	determining	what	is	kosher.”	He	continues	
eastward	and	the	picture	changes	to	South	Asian	symbols	and	signs:	“it	is	not	uncommon	
to	see	meat	markets	and	groceries	with	“Halal”	signs	indicating	the	availability	of	
religiously	approved	foods	for	observant	Muslims.”	Then	as	one	nears	the	end	of	Devon	
Avenue,	he	starts	noticing	Mexican	taquerias	and	restaurants	(Livezey	2000:134-136).		
This	chapter	provides	a	similar	overview	of	the	neighborhood	by	looking	at	the	
stores	and	restaurants.	I	collected	these	notes	by	walking	around	the	neighborhood	in	
different	times	of	the	year.		
	
Weekend	trips	
In	1998,	I	moved	from	Bangladesh	to	the	United	States	to	study	Computer	Science	at	the	
University	of	Illinois	at	Urbana-Champaign.		The	Bangladeshi	and	other	South	Asian	
friends	(usually	referred	to	as	“Desis”)	that	I	met	on	campus	would	frequently	mention	a	
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place	called	Devon	Avenue.99	It	is	very	common	for	people	who	live	within	a	3-5	hour	
radius	to	go	to	Devon	for	a	day	or	half	a	day	to	buy	a	month’s	worth	of	groceries,	in	
particular,	meat	and	spices	that	are	usually	not	found	in	American	grocery	stores.	Over	
the	course	of	several	years	I	made	many	trips	like	these.		After	I	moved	out	of	the	college	
dorm	and	into	my	own	apartment,	I	started	buying	meat,	fish,	fruit,	and	spices	from	
various	stores	and	also	frequently	going	there	to	eat	some	good	“Desi”	food.		
The	influx	of	the	customers	from	neighboring	Chicago	suburbs	and	other	areas	
starts	around	late	Friday	afternoon.	Friday	afternoon	is	also	relatively	busy	because	of	the	
Muslim	congregational	prayer.	There	is	a	big	mosque	near	Devon	and	Rockwell	Avenue	--	
Jamia	Masjid.	The	prayer	is	attended	not	only	by	the	Muslim	shop	owners,	employees,	
and	customers	but	also	by	people	living	in	the	neighborhood	and	nearby	areas,	who	walk,	
drive	and	take	the	bus	to	come	to	the	mosque.	I	have	met	a	few	people	who	drive	half	an	
hour	to	come	here	for	the	prayer.	Observant	Muslim	cab	drivers,	some	living	in	the	
neighborhood,	others	not,	plan	their	daily	schedules	around	prayer	times.	Some	strictly	
pray	at	the	mosque	five	times	a	day	(even	though	only	the	Friday	prayer	is	required	to	be	
attended	as	a	congregation,	the	rest	of	the	prayers	can	be	performed	at	any	place	--	as	
long	as	the	place	is	clean	and	one	can	face	toward	Mecca).	Some	stop	working	around	
10:30am	on	Fridays	so	they	can	attend	the	prayer	that	happens	around	afternoon	(the	
exact	prayer	time	slightly	varies	throughout	the	year).	Most	visitors	and	dwellers,	
Muslims	and	non-Muslims,	of	the	neighborhood	frequently	complain	about	the	traffic	
																																																						
99		At	first	I	thought	Devon	was	an	Americanized	version	of	“Dewan”	which	is	a	typical	Indian	name.	In	fact,	
one	summer	during	1999,	my	Bangladeshi	roommate	and	I	planned	a	visit	to	Chicago.	This	was	during	
pre-GPS	and	pre-smart	phone	era.	We	couldn’t	locate	Devon	Avenue	on	the	map	as	we	were	looking	for	
“Dewan”	instead	of	Devon.	We	never	made	it	there	during	that	trip.			
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during	the	weekends.	The	same	busy	street	during	a	weekday	looks	and	feels	completely	
different	due	the	absence	of	traffic.	On	Tuesdays	most	shops	are	closed	and	the	street	
looks	very	deserted	especially	during	the	early	part	of	the	day.	During	the	Friday	prayer	
strict	parking	rules	apply	around	the	mosque.		If	one	ventures	in	the	small	streets	
adjacent	to	Devon	Avenue,	three	or	four	blocks	away,	one	might	be	lucky	to	find	a	
parking	spot.	As	these	adjacent	streets	are	densely	populated,	not	only	the	visitors,	but	
also	the	residents	park	cars	there	as	well.				
The	customers	are	mostly	middle	class	South	Asian	families.	Some	come	with	their	
entire	families	in	a	minivan.	Students	like	my	friends	and	me	also	visit	in	groups.	Cars	
illegally	double-parked	near	a	grocery	store	to	load	items	are	a	typical	sight	during	the	
weekends.		
In	between	shopping,	people	take	a	break	--	sometime	for	lunch	or	a	snack.		There	
are	specific	restaurants	that	specialize	only	in	snacks	and	sweets	instead	of	whole	meals.	
Those	places	are	usually	very	busy	during	late	afternoon,	early	evening	and,	depending	on	
the	time	of	year,	late	night.		
There	are	no	coffee	shops	in	the	neighborhood,	although	one	can	find	a	Starbucks	
a	few	blocks	away.	But	South	Asia	is	more	known	for	the	“tea	shop,	tea	stall”	culture.		In	
South	Asian	countries,	they	are	corner	stores	that	sell	food	and	tea	usually	frequented	by	
working	class	males	and	college	students.	Similarly,	in	Devon,	one	can	see	groups	of	
young	men	hanging	around	in	restaurants	at	different	times	of	the	day.	Several	students	
who	came	to	the	United	States	to	study	frequently	come	to	Devon	Avenue	to	hang	out	
with	friends.	It	is	a	meeting-place	for	some,	for	others	a	place	to	get	a	quick	bite	or	a	cup	
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of	hot	tea	during	a	busy	day.	Shop	owners,	suppliers,	and	employees	sometimes	can	be	
seen	there	but	they	are	usually	in	a	hurry.	The	weekend	shoppers	have	more	time	to	relax	
and	enjoy	their	tea.	
	
The	national	boundaries	in	Devon	
Some	call	Devon	Avenue	“Little	India”	or	“India	town”	although	the	place	is	more	diverse	
than	that.		But	there	is	a	spatial	and	national	divide	in	how	the	stores	are	organized.	For	
instance,	Indian-owned	stores	dominate	West	of	Western	Avenue	on	Devon	while	the	
East	side,	where	the	honorary	street	name	changes	from	Gandhi	Marg	to	Jinnah	Way,	is	
more	Pakistani	(Ashutosh	2008):		
	
Although	Indian	and	Pakistani	businesses	are	increasingly	interspersed,	along	with	
the	hidden	“diversity”	of	those	who	work	in	these	businesses,	others	have	stated	
that	these	divisions	continue	to	exist	because	the	only	available	retail	properties	
for	rent	in	the	late	1970s	(when	Pakistani	merchants	began	establishing	businesses	
on	Devon	Avenue)	were	located	east	of	Western	Avenue	(pers.	comm.	with	
Pakistani	merchants,	July	24,	2004).	The	fact	that	both	Indian	and	Pakistani	
businesses	line	Devon	Avenue,	however,	means	that	likening	Devon	Avenue	to	an	
“Indiatown”	(Rudrappa,	2004;	Bubinas,	2005),	potentially	marginalizes	the	active	
role	of	other	groups	in	making	Devon	Avenue	a	trans-national	site	(Ashutosh	
2008:	381).	
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The	hidden	diversity	mentioned	by	Ashutosh	(2008)	works	at	several	levels.	Ethnically,	
one	can	find	Hispanic	workers	in	most	kitchens	and	Pakistanis	and	Indians	at	the	
counter.	I	have	heard	several	times	people	working	at	the	counter	yelling	to	the	kitchen	
staff:	“uno	tea”,	cinqo	paratha.”	I	also	met	a	small	number	of	West	and	East	African	
workers.		Although	Arab	and	Middle	Eastern	shops	are	not	many,	one	can	see	a	bit	of	
Middle	Eastern	presence	here.	“World	Food	Market”	is	one	of	the	largest	grocery	stores	
here	that	is	owned	by	a	Greek	family	(Bubinas	2005)	and	known	for	its	Balkan	and	
Bosnian	section	(Croegaert	2011).	Linguistically	too,	diversity	can	be	noted	in	a	variety	of	
ways.	Just	within	South	Asian	languages,	one	can	hear	Hindi,	Tamil,	Urdu,	and	Bengali	
along	with	Turkish,	Persian,	Russian,	Polish,	Bosnian,	and	African	languages	and	dialects.	
A	third	aspect	is	the	visibility	of	religious	markers.	The	most	visible	ones	are	the	Muslim	
veil	worn	by	women	and	the	long	beard	--	a	sign	of	piousness	for	both	Muslim	and	
Orthodox	Jewish	men.		One	can	write	a	whole	dissertation	regarding	the	styles	and	
fashions	of	the	veil	and	the	different	cuts	and	styles	of	beard.		
	
Praying	in	the	neighborhood		
The	Muslim	inhabitants	of	the	neighborhood	are	very	proud	of	the	big	Jamia	mosque.	It	is	
a	spacious	mosque	that	can	hold	500-600	people.	There	are	several	other	mosques	in	the	
neighborhood		--	some	are	small,	some	are	storefront,	some	are	in	the	basement	of	shops.		
But	on	Fridays,	thirteen	places	within	the	neighborhood	hold	the	weekly	Jummah	prayer	
(Sen	2009).	There	are	also	makeshift	areas	inside	some	shops,	which	are	primarily	used	by	
the	customers	and	storeowners	for	the	daily	prayer.	The	daily	schedules	of	some	
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businesses	are	punctuated	by	the	prayer	schedule.	For	example,	some	shops	remain	
closed	from	noon	till	2	or	2:30pm	on	Friday	afternoon.	However,	most	restaurants	and	big	
grocery	stores	remain	open	to	deal	with	the	demand,	as	not	all	the	customers	are	
Muslims.		
Despite	a	number	of	Jewish	businesses	having	left	the	neighborhood	over	the	last	
twenty	years,	a	large	Jewish	population	still	lives	in	the	far	northern	part	of	the	
neighborhood,	and	the	Jewish	Sabbath	ostensibly	marks	the	Saturday	schedule	of	the	
neighborhood.	One	entering	the	neighborhood	from	the	other	side	--	from	the	direction	
of	Lake	Shore	Drive	--	which	is	dominated	by	Indian	and	Pakistani	stores,	might	not	see	
or	realize	the	Jewish	presence	in	the	neighborhood.	The	few	remaining	Jewish	businesses	
strictly	follow	the	Sabbath	edict	and	close	down	on	Saturday.	As	people	are	also	not	
allowed	to	drive	cars	during	Sabbath,	one	can	see	Jewish	families	walking	towards	and	
away	from	the	synagogue.	Men	wearing	black	dresses	with	hats,	young	boys	in	white	
shirts	and	yamaka	caps,	and	women	in	long	dresses	are	common	sights	on	Saturday.		
Although	the	Jewish	residents	of	the	neighborhood	use	the	shops	and	streets	during	the	
rest	of	the	week,	I	never	felt	they	constituted	a	significant	presence	(at	least	some	of	the	
Orthodox	Jewish	groups	can	be	identified	by	their	attire).	As	groceries	and	restaurants	
dominate	the	neighborhood,	Jews	observing	the	kashrut	will	necessarily	not	eat	in	these	
restaurants.		
During	one	of	my	fieldwork	stints	in	the	neighborhood,	I	was	walking	by	the	
synagogue	right	after	the	service	was	over.	It	was	a	hot	afternoon	in	July.	I	noticed	a	
father	and	son	crossing	Devon	Avenue	and	walking	towards	the	residential	part	of	the	
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neighborhood.	Out	of	nowhere	an	ice	cream	cycle	appeared	and	started	to	play	music	to	
attract	attention.	I	caught	an	annoyed	glance	by	the	father	and	an	excited	one	by	the	kid.	
I	am	not	sure	how	consuming	ice	cream	relates	with	Sabbath	rituals	but	the	father	
seemed	to	ignore	the	raucous	and	moved	along	on	his	way	home.	And	the	ice	cream	man	
proceeded	northbound	to	find	another	victim.		
Of	course	the	neighborhood	is	not	just	dominated	by	Muslims	and	Jews	–those	are	
the	most	visible	ones.	There	are	Hindu	deities	visible	along	the	storefronts	and	not	far	
from	the	main	thoroughfare	there	is	a	Catholic	Church	and	cemetery.	I	talked	with	a	few	
Mexican	workers	who	are	devout	Catholics	and	work	at	Indian	and	Pakistani	places.	
Some	attend	neighborhood	churches	nearby	where	the	services	are	often	in	Spanish	
(Livezey	2000).		
	
Ramadan	time	
While	talking	about	the	spatio-temporal	specificities	of	place,	Lefebvre	contends,	“every	
rhythm	implies	the	relation	of	time	with	space,	a	localised	time,	or	if	one	wishes,	a	
temporalised	space”	(1996:	230).	A	Marxist	theorist	in	his	core,	he	was	obviously	not	
thinking	about	the	holy	month	of	Ramadan	and	the	spatio-temporal	effect	of	this	month	
on	a	neighborhood;	nevertheless,	one	cannot	but	think	of	Lefebvre’s	idea	of	rhythm	while	
studying	Devon	Avenue	during	the	Ramadan.		
During	Ramadan,	a	typical	sign	that	is	visible	in	front	of	the	restaurants	reads:	
“During	Ramadan	we	will	be	open:	5pm-10pm.”	The	fasting	for	Muslims	starts	from	dawn	
and	goes	on	till	dusk.	They	are	forbidden	to	eat	and	drink	anything	during	this	time	(as	
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the	Muslim	calendar	is	a	Lunar	one,	the	fasting	month	and	the	length	of	the	fasting	day	
varies	throughout	the	year;	so	certain	years,	Muslims	will	be	able	to	break	fast	around	
5pm	and	certain	times	around	9pm).	Therefore	the	restaurants	that	are	owned	and	
frequented	by	Muslims	have	to	adjust	to	this	change	in	eating	patterns.	Grocery	stores	
and	clothes	shops	remain	open	regular	hours	and	even	extend	their	hours,	as	it	gets	closer	
to	Eid,	the	end	of	the	Ramadan	celebration	and	the	biggest	religious	festival	for	Muslims	
around	the	world.	In	some	Muslim	majority	countries	by	law,	restaurants	remain	closed	
until	a	few	hours	before	the	Iftar,	the	time	of	breaking	the	fast.	In	Devon	Avenue	some	
restaurants	remain	open	but	they	barely	have	any	customers	throughout	the	day.	If	the	
restaurant	serves	halal	meat,	the	clientele	is	predominantly	Muslim	so	it	makes	sense	for	
them	to	close.	The	non-Muslim	owned	establishments	remain	open	as	usual	and	there	is	
enough	traffic	in	the	neighborhood	so	they	don’t	see	much	decline	in	their	businesses	
during	Ramadan.	
The	traffic	becomes	horrendous	again	right	before	iftar.	Some	customers,	after	
finishing	with	their	Eid	shopping,	try	to	hurry	out	of	the	area	to	go	home	to	break	the	
fast.	Some	who	live	nearby	drive	here	for	iftar	as	well.	Some	restaurants	serve	special	food	
during	Ramadan.	Although	the	Jamia	mosque	provides	free	iftar,	for	which	the	businesses	
and	community	members	donate	the	food,	restaurants	remain	busy	for	take	out	during	
this	time.	Several	evenings,	I	attended	the	iftar	at	the	mosque.	The	first	time	I	went	there	
I	was	really	amazed	by	the	amount	of	food	that	was	available	for	everyone.	Inside	the	big	
prayer	hall,	blue	tarps	were	laid	out	and	people	sat	on	the	floor	with	the	food	in	front	of	
them.	The	food	usually	consists	of	fruits,	fried	snacks,	and	chickpeas.	This	is	a	part	of	the	
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Ramadan	ritual	when	families	and,	if	in	the	mosque,	community	members,	gather	at	the	
table	or	on	the	floor	several	minutes	before	the	exact	moment	of	breaking	the	fast.	
Usually,	some	silently	pray,	some	sit	there	looking	at	the	food	practicing	their	patience	
for	another	few	minutes.		At	the	mosque,	the	first	day	I	was	there,	a	few	minutes	before	it	
was	time	to	break	the	fast,	someone	announced	that	the	evening	prayer	(maghrib)	would	
start	10	minutes	after	breaking	the	fast.	As	prayer	times	corresponds	to	a	specific	time	
during	the	day,	usually	depending	on	the	place	of	the	Sun	in	the	sky,	the	legitimate	time	
to	perform	the	Maghrib	prayer	is	relatively	shorter	than	the	rest	of	the	prayers	of	the	day.		
The	announcement	continued	and	urged	everyone’s	cooperation	in	clearing	and	
preparing	for	the	prayer	as	soon	as	people	were	done	eating.	Once	I	heard	this	
announcement	and	saw	around	300	people	around	me	getting	ready	to	break	their	fast,	I	
thought	to	myself:	this	will	be	a	chaos.	There	is	no	way	that	everyone	can	finish	eating,	
clear	up	and	be	ready	to	pray	in	ten	minutes!	In	other	mosques,	people	will	accomplish	
this	by	using	an	adjacent	room	but	not	the	main	prayer	hall	for	breaking	the	fast.	
Although	the	cleaning	happens	before	the	prayer	starts,	there	is	less	urgency,	as	prayer	
spaces	are	not	taken	up	by	people	sitting	to	eat.		I	was	proven	wrong.	Whether	it	was	the	
community	spirit	of	the	Devon	Avenue	Muslims	or	the	spirit	of	Ramadan,	everyone	
finished	eating	and	cleanup	and	was	ready	for	the	congregational	prayer	on	time!	
After	the	iftar	and	the	prayer,	people	hurry	out	and	more	traffic	congestion	ensues.	
However,	this	time,	people	come	out	and	leave	in	different	directions.	Some	go	to	the	
nearby	restaurants	for	tea.	Others	stay	inside	the	mosque	for	extended	prayer	and	Qur’an	
reading.	During	the	last	ten	days	of	Ramadan,	some	actually	move	to	the	mosque	for	a	10-
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day	spiritual	retreat	known	as	I’tikaf.	On	the	back	of	one	of	the	rooms	during	this	time,	
usually	pillows	covered	with	bed	sheets	can	be	seen	piled	up.	
During	Ramadan,	the	last	prayer	of	the	day,	Isha,	has	an	extended	and	extra	set	of	
prayers	known	as	Tarabih.	Usually	this	happens	2-3	hours	after	the	breaking	of	the	fast.		
Again,	people	drive	to	the	neighborhood	daily	during	Ramadan	to	attend	this	prayer.	I	
have	seen	throngs	of	people	walking	--	small	kids	holding	the	hands	of	their	fathers	--	
towards	several	different	mosques	in	the	neighborhood	during	this	time.		
Late	at	night,	usually	after	1am,	Devon	Avenue	starts	to	become	deserted.	
However,	during	Ramadan,	several	places	remain	open	for	the	suhr	meal,	the	meal	people	
take	right	before	the	fajr	prayer	to	start	the	fast.	Some	don’t	eat	after	breaking	the	fast	or	
eat	something	late	at	night.	As	Ramadan	is	also	a	time	for	spiritual	cleansing,	some	stay	
up	all	night	in	prayer	and	zikr	until	fajr	and	then	start	the	fasting	and	go	to	bed.	Quite	a	
few	restaurants	remain	open	during	this	time	and	thus,	even	though	it	looks	deserted,	
during	Ramadan,	around	3am	or	4am;	there	is	still	activity	in	the	area.		
The	rhythms	and	senses	that	emerge	during	the	month	of	Ramadan	are	part	of	the	
continuous	process	“of	emplaced	engagement	with	the	material,	sensory	and	cultural	
contexts	in	which	we	dwell”	(Pink	2007:	62	quoted	in	Edensor	2010:3).	Of	course	if	one	
does	not	know	it	is	Ramadan	and	happens	to	be	driving	though	Devon	Avenue,	one	
might	surmise	that	this	is	just	another	crazy	evening	in	India	Town.	However,	a	closer	
look	reveals	the	processes	going	on	underneath.	Throughout	the	day,	most	of	the	non-
Muslim	owned	businesses	remain	open	and	continue	to	operate	as	usual.	At	the	same	
time,	a	restaurant	next	door,	which	happens	to	be	Muslim	owned,	might	be	closed.		Once	
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I	walked	in	to	a	place	to	talk	to	someone	and	the	place	was	closed.	However,	the	kitchen	
staff	was	getting	ready	for	the	iftar.	The	owner	of	the	place	was	sitting	in	the	corner	with	
prayer	beads.	As	the	day	progresses	one	can	sense	the	tiredness	and	chapped	lips	by	
looking	at	the	faces	of	the	observant	Muslims.	There	is	also	a	sense	of	spiritual	
embodiment	that	accompanies	this	tiredness.	Whether	holding	the	prayer	beads	and	
walking	along	the	busy	thoroughfare	during	Ramadan	or	sitting	in	the	corner	of	a	
restaurant	reading	the	Qur’an	silently,	Ramadan	surely	evokes	a	spiritual	air	throughout	
the	neighborhood.	The	rhythm	changes	during	the	morning	and	as	the	day	progresses	
and	people	get	ready	for	iftar	things	get	busy	again.	At	the	same	time,	during	Ramadan,	
business	for	clothes	and	jewelry	stores	picks	up	as	people	shop	for	Eid.	Similar	to	
Christmas	shopping,	some	of	these	stores	stay	open	late	to	accommodate	the	Eid	rush.		
	
A	late	night	stop	for	Biryani	
During	the	summer	of	2000,	I	drove	up	north	once	again	with	a	friend.	He	knew	someone	
that	lived	near	Devon	Avenue	on	Sheridan.	We	arrived	in	the	city	late	and	finally	found	
the	friend’s	apartment.	It	was	a	nice	apartment	on	the	25th	floor	with	an	amazing	view	of	
Lake	Michigan.	The	friend	of	a	friend	had	been	living	there	since	1982	and	he	bought	the	
place	really	cheap.	We	stayed	there	for	a	couple	days.	Most	of	the	time	we	went	
sightseeing	in	Chicago.	One	night	we	decided	to	go	to	Devon	for	a	late	night	Biryani	stop	
at	Ghareeb	Newaz	near	Devon	and	Seely.	It	was	one	of	the	places	that	stay	open	late	(at	
that	time	it	was	not	open	24hrs	yet).	Writing	a	dissertation	was	not	yet	on	my	mind	at	
that	time	but	I	vividly	remember	the	rows	of	taxicabs	near	the	restaurant.	It	was	packed	
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and	bustling	around	1am.	Later,	when	I	started	my	project,	I	repeated	this	late	night	ritual	
a	few	times	and	I	was	heartened	to	see	the	place	is	still	a	hub	for	taxicab	drives,	people	
working	late,	students,	other	random	people	passing	by,	and	the	random	sociology	
student	trying	to	understand	the	rhythms	of	the	neighborhood.		
	
Early	morning	stroll	
I	was	staying	a	few	blocks	from	Devon	near	Rockwell	and	Touhy	with	an	American	couple	
that	rents	out	their	basement	rooms.	They	are	long	time	residents	of	the	neighborhood	
and	were	very	excited	to	learn	about	my	project.	It	was	very	convenient	to	stay	there.	In	
between	my	strolls	and	conversations,	I	would	walk	over	to	the	house	and	freshen	up	and	
look	over	my	notes	before	heading	out	again.		
I	tried	to	cover	as	much	territory	as	possible	by	walking.	At	the	same	time,	I	
wanted	to	get	a	feel	of	the	place	at	different	times	of	the	day.	It	was	very	surreal	when	I	
attempted	my	first	early	morning	walk	around	7am	on	a	Sunday.	Saturday	night	is	usually	
the	busiest.	Even	though	Devon	Avenue	only	has	one	bar	and	a	banquet	center	that	
sometime	hosts	dance	parties	and	weddings,	this	is	not	a	hip,	yuppie	neighborhood	like	
Irving	Park	or	Chicago	Heights.	So	usually	around	1:30-2am	the	neighborhood	slows	
down.	As	the	residential	neighborhoods	are	a	few	blocks	away	from	the	main	center	of	
Devon	Avenue,	things	are	really	quiet	in	that	part.	However,	one	can	still	find	people	
taking	an	evening	walk	or	walking	their	dogs.			
I	started	my	walk	down	the	same	road	that	was	beaming	with	headlights,	car	horns	
and	bustling	with	pedestrians	talking	and	walking	in	different	directions	just	a	few	hours	
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earlier.	I	could	almost	walk	in	the	middle	of	the	street	and	not	be	bothered	by	anyone	
whereas	the	night	before	at	this	very	spot	several	cars	were	waiting	to	find	parking.		
Although	it	wasn’t	totally	deserted,	I	started	to	walk	eastward.	Most	of	the	stores	were	
closed	except	for	a	few	24hrs	restaurants	and	grocery	stores.	While	walking	from	the	
residential	neighborhood,	where	one	can	see	historic	bungalows	and	apartments,	I	found	
some	early	risers	--	mostly	elderly	folk,	either	watering	their	plants	or	going	out	for	a	
walk.	I	met	someone	who	was	heading	to	one	of	the	Indian	convenience	store	to	get	some	
cigarettes.	He	does	that	every	Sunday	morning.		
Along	Devon	Avenue	I	also	met	a	few	others.	I	saw	one	worker	coming	out	of	a	24-
hour	restaurant.	He	had	just	finished	a	14-hour	shift	and	was	going	home	for	a	few	hours.	
He	would	be	back	again	around	lunchtime.	I	saw	a	dad	walking	with	his	son	outside.	
They	were	both	in	their	pajamas.	I	also	saw	several	women	who	came	for	a	religious	talk	
at	the	Ayesha	mosque.	Unfortunately,	the	talk	was	cancelled.	So	several	of	them	went	
back.	Some	drove	almost	an	hour	to	hear	this	talk.		
The	street	at	this	time	is	much	more	serene,	getting	ready	for	the	onslaught	that	
will	ensue	soon.	Once	in	a	while	a	car	will	pass	by,	several	taxicabs	were	parked	along	the	
streets.	Some	places	serve	Indian/Pakistani	breakfast	so	they	get	crowded	as	early	as	8am	
on	a	Sunday.	Some	who	live	around	here	or	work	nearby	have	a	7-day	workweek.	Sunday	
is	just	another	workday	for	them	so	they	just	grab	a	quick	breakfast	of	egg	and	paratha	
and	move	on	their	day.		
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Watching	TV	in	the	neighborhood		
Earlier	I	mentioned	how	young	men	and	students	hung	out	in	the	restaurants.	Watching	
TV	is	part	of	this	hanging	out.	When	the	cricket	world	cup	was	happening	(due	to	the	
time	difference,	most	games	would	start	at	2am	and	the	end	of	the	first	innings	will	be	at	
7:30am),	some	of	the	24-hour	stores	were	packed	with	people	enjoying	the	game.	If	there	
is	no	cricket	game	then	the	news	channel	is	the	default	mode	of	entertainment.	Once	I	
noticed	someone	changing	the	channel	when	a	provocative	Bollywood	dance	number	
came	on	the	screen.		
	 During	Ramadan,	I	visited	a	restaurant	for	the	suhr	meal	around	3am.	The	place	
was	full	of	people	getting	ready	for	the	fast	and	the	TV	was	showing	a	Pakistani	religious	
quiz	competition	called	“Alif	Laam	Meem”:			
	
Geo	TV	is	showing	a	religious	quiz	program	titled	‘Alif	Laam	Meem’	hosted	by	
Junaid	Jamshed	everyday	during	Ramadan	and	on	Mondays	otherwise.	The	
program	follows	[sic]	Islamized	version	of	the	‘Who	Wants	to	be	a	Millionaire’	
format.	Islamized	in	the	sense	that	instead	of	the	signature	music	and	dramatic	
sound	effects	it	starts	with	a	recitation	of	‘Alif	Laam	Meem’	which	are	three	words	
from	the	Holy	Quran	with	esoteric	meaning.	When	a	participant	picks	the	right	
answer	from	the	four	options	while	answering	a	question	the	audience	say	‘Subhan	
Allah’	or	‘MashAllah’	instead	of	clapping	and	of	course	the	participants	can	win	
tickets	for	‘Umrah’,	‘Hajj’	or	an	apartment	in	Saudi	Arabia	apart	from	the	prize	
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money.	It	is	claimed	that	‘Alif	Laam	Meem’	is	the	first	ever	religious	quiz	show	on	
any	TV	channel	produced	on	a	big	scale.100	
	
Reading	in	the	neighborhood	 		
The	Iqra	bookstore	near	Devon	and	California	(in	the	older	part	of	the	avenue)	is	one	of	
the	largest	Islamic	bookstores	and	book	distributors	in	the	country.	It	has	been	in	the	
neighborhood	since	1988.	It	is	a	very	large	space	with	rows	and	shelves	of	books.	There	is	
a	small	prayer	corner	where	a	small	congregation	(10	to	15	people)	can	easily	be	
accommodated.		
As	soon	as	you	enter,	you	notice	the	vast	open	space	and	the	prayer	space	on	the	
other	side	of	the	store.	There	is	a	sign	saying	“No	photography”	next	to	one	of	the	shelves.	
The	shelves	are	organized	by	topics	--	Hadith,	fiqh,	Qur’an,	Sufism.	According	to	Masud	
Lodhi,	the	store	manager,	lots	of	students	from	DePaul,	Loyola,	and	the	University	of	
Chicago	come	here	to	read	and	buy	books.		
One	of	the	corners	is	dedicated	to	DVDs	and	CDs.	It	is	like	a	snapshot	of	American	
Muslim	religious	pop	culture.	Compact	discs	by	the	Hip	Hop	group	Native	Deen	and	
singer	Sami	Yusuf	are	prominently	displayed.	Also	lectures	by	Zakir	Naik,	a	prominent	
Islamic	lecturer	from	India	occupy	several	rows.	Islamic	Children’s	books	are	also	popular	
in	this	store	along	with	prayer	rugs	and	caps,	and	bumper	stickers	such	as	the	one	shown	
below.		
																																																						
100	http://www.pakistaniaat.net/2011/08/15/quizzing-religiously-review-of-geo-tv’s-religious-quiz-show-‘alif-
laam-meem’/	
	
	 151	
	
Figure	10:	Bumper	sticker	with	“I	love	Islam”	sold	in	several	stores	in	Devon.		
	
The	feel	of	the	neighborhood	
The	first	adjective	people	use	to	describe	Devon	is	“diverse.”		But	the	more	you	talk	to	
them,	sometime	the	description	boils	down	to	“Desi”	or	Indian.	So	how	do	people	make	
sense	of	this	place?	What	does	this	place	mean	to	them?		
	 One	of	the	most	important	feelings	for	South	Asian	residents,	employees	and	
customers	is	that	the	neighborhood	feels	“Desi”	which	is	a	generic	ethnic	term	to	describe	
people	from	South	Asia.	Sometimes	it	is	the	food,	sometimes	the	traffic	that	reminds	
them	of	“home.”	But	at	the	same	time	some	of	these	people	settled	here	and	created	their	
own	sense	of	home	that	is	different	than	the	one	they	left	behind.	They	forged	new	
relationships	and	made	new	friends.	One	time	during	my	fieldwork,	I	met	with	several	
long	time	residents	separately	in	different	occasions.	At	that	time,	I	was	not	aware	that	
they	all	knew	each	other.	Later,	one	of	them	commented:	“I	heard	you	have	talked	with	so	
and	so…that’s	great.	He	is	very	helpful.”	Noticing	my	surprise	the	person	commented,	“Oh	
yeah,	Devon	is	like	a	village,	news	spreads	here	very	quickly.”	Even	though	the	place	is	
flooded	with	all	sorts	of	people	during	the	weekend,	the	“locals”	maintain	their	tight	knit	
circles	and	relationships.	These	relationships	are	not	visible	from	the	outside.	Arijit	Sen	
(2013)	in	his	detail	architectural	and	ethnographic	look	at	Devon	Avenue	describes	how	
basement	of	stores	and	restaurants	also	functions	as	community	prayer	spaces.	
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Figure	11:	Hyderabad	House	Restaurant.	Photograph	by	Sharif	Islam.	
	
During	my	fieldwork,	people	also	expressed	feelings	of	uncertainty	and	fear.	Most	
of	my	observations	and	conversations	were	around	2010-2011	when	the	impact	of	the	2008	
financial	crisis	and	recession	was	still	felt.	Some	stores	didn’t	survive	this	crisis.	Chicago	
also	witnessed	the	closing	of	Cabrini-Green	in	2010	–	a	Chicago	Housing	Authority	public	
housing	project	that	was	first	constructed	in	1942	(Austen	2012;	Schmich	2010).	Some	of	
the	African-American	residents	from	there	ended	up	relocating	near	Devon	Avenue.	
Several	of	the	South	Asian	residents	commented	negatively	about	these	recent	arrivals.	
They	hinted	at	a	sudden	increase	of	gang	violence,	drugs,	and	crimes	in	the	neighborhood	
and	generally	attributed	them	to	the	new	African-American	residents.	I	could	sense	a	
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racial	tension	between	the	long	time	South	Asian	residents	and	the	newcomers	but	I	
haven’t	met	anyone	who	was	a	victim	of	these	crimes.			
Chicago	is	in	general	known	for	its	segregated	neighborhoods	(Hirsch	2009).	This	
can	be	observed	in	a	smaller	scale	at	Devon	Avenue.	During	my	fieldwork	I	have	never	
once	seen	an	African-American	patron	in	all	of	the	South	Asian	restaurants	I	visited.	101		
Several	who	live	near	by	or	on	their	way	to	work	do	stop	by	the	grocery	and	convenient	
stores	but	rarely	visit	the	restaurants.	I	did	encounter	several	white	patrons	even	at	the	
restaurants	that	were	predominantly	frequented	by	male	South	Asian	cab	drives.	Some	of	
them	are	students	from	the	near	by	colleges.	In	the	kitchen,	the	work	force	is	mixed	--	
South	Asians	and	Hispanics.	The	interactions	between	these	two	groups	are	minimal	and	
limited	to	work	related	topics.	Even	though	race	is	something	I	do	not	focus	on	in	this	
dissertation,	as	the	topic	never	explicitly	came	up	during	my	fieldwork,	race	definitely	
plays	an	important	and	subtle	role	in	the	neighborhood	that	would	require	further	
research.	How	Muslims	in	Chicago	deal	with	race	has	been	the	topic	of	several	interesting	
works	(see	Karim	2008;	Khabeer	2011;	Nashashibi	2011;	Numrich	2012).	One	thing	these	
works	point	out	is	that	in	some	cases	Muslims	do	cross	ethnic	and	racial	boundaries	
(interaction	between	South	Asian	and	African-American	Muslims	for	example)	and	often	
times	these	crossings	are	done	by	the	educated	younger	generation	under	the	umbrella	of	
social	justice	(Karim	2008)	and	music	(hip-hop	in	particular)	(Khabeer	2007;	Nashashibi	
2011).			
																																																						
101	This	is	of	course	based	on	my	observations	and	anecdotes.	I	did	meet	several	East	and	West	African	
patrons.	I	was	able	to	verify	their	identity	by	talking	to	them.	According	to	one	South	Asian	restaurant	
owner	“Blacks	don’t	like	our	food.”		
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In	late	2011,	there	were	several	changes	such	as	building	of	new	parking	lots	and	
plans	for	new	condos	and	apartments	in	the	neighborhood	that	indicated	a	possibility	of	
gentrification.	Some	of	these	changes	were	controversial	according	to	the	residents	
(Yousef	2012)	and	some	are	similar	to	the	changes	that	happened	in	other	parts	of	
Chicago	such	as	Wicker	Park	(Lloyd	2002),	Bronzeville	and	Pilsen	(Anderson	and	
Sternberg	2013).		
	
	
	
Figure	12:		Halal	Grocery	store	next	to	a	community	resource	center	for	Muslim	Women.	Photograph	by	
Sharif	Islam.	
	
Conclusion	
The	labels	“ethnic”	or	“Indian”	oftentimes	get	assigned	to	places	like	Devon,	which	tends	
to	homogenize	such	places.	Even	if	we	consider	the	predominantly	South	Asian	clientele,	
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they	also	bring	their	own	diversity	–	ethnically,	linguistically,	politically	and	of	course	
religiously.		Food	definitely	defines	Devon	in	certain	ways	but	again	that	is	not	limited	to	
“South	Asian”	food	--	one	can	find	pizza,	Chinese	and	other	varieties	of	food.		
My	goal	in	this	chapter	was	to	better	understand	the	nature	of	the	neighborhood.	As	I	
have	shown,	there	are	particular	activities	that	take	place	--	such	as	stores	closing	during	
Ramadan	--	that	create	a	Muslim	sense	of	time	and	space	but	at	the	same	time,	rest	of	the	
neighborhood	also	moves	on	its	own	pace.			
	
	
	
	
Figure	13:	Usmania	Zabiha	Chinese	restaurant.	Photograph	by	Sharif	Islam.	
	
	
	
For	casual	visitors,	Devon	is	a	place	to	visit	during	the	weekends	maybe	from	the	nearby	
suburbs	or	from	another	city.	Sometimes	this	is	a	family	or	group	outing.	At	the	same	
time,	people	who	live	or	work	in	the	neighborhood	definitely	do	not	have	a	casual	
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understanding	of	the	place.	For	some	it	is	a	love/hate	relationship.	They	enjoy	the	food	
but	hate	the	chaos	of	the	traffic.	But	sometime	this	chaos	defines	the	rhythm	of	the	place.		
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Chapter	5	
Eating	right	in	the	neighborhood	
Everyday	aspects	of	halal	food	
	
Jahannam	in	my	belly	
It	was	a	hot	July	Friday	afternoon	in	Chicago.	The	Imam	at	the	Jamia	mosque	in	Devon	
Avenue	introduced	that	day’s	sermon	with	a	story.	The	topic	was	how	to	lead	a	life	
according	to	the	sharia	with	an	emphasis	on	the	daily	struggles	that	we	all	have	to	
endure.	The	story,	as	I	recalled	it	later,	is	the	following:		
	
Once,	a	great	scholar	of	Islam	was	travelling	and	came	upon	an	apple	orchard.	As	he	
was	walking	next	to	the	wall	of	the	orchard,	he	found	a	small	apple	that	fell	outside.	
He	was	very	tired	and	hungry	from	the	journey	so	he	took	a	small	bite.	As	soon	as	he	
bit	on	it,	he	realized	that	he	didn’t	have	the	permission	of	the	owner	of	the	orchard	to	
eat	that	apple.	Therefore,	even	though	it	is	a	morsel	that	he	consumed,	it	was	haram	
for	him.		He	went	inside	and	found	the	guard.	The	scholar	asked	the	guard	for	
permission	to	eat	the	apple	so	it	does	not	become	a	little	piece	of	jahannam	(hell	in	
Arabic)	in	his	belly.	The	guard	couldn’t	help	him,	as	he	was	just	an	employee	and	not	
the	owner	of	the	orchard.	So	he	couldn’t	make	the	apple	halal	for	the	scholar.	
Unfortunately,	the	owner	lived	far	away	from	the	orchard.	So	the	scholar	took	a	trip	
out	of	his	way	to	meet	the	owner	and	ask	for	his	permission.	When	he	reached	there	
after	several	days	of	travelling,	the	owner	agreed	to	give	him	the	permission	to	eat	
the	apple	under	one	condition.	The	scholar	has	to	marry	the	orchard	owner’s	
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daughter	who	happened	to	be	blind,	deaf,	and	crippled.	So	he	agreed	to	this	condition	
as	he	felt	he	couldn’t	live	a	pious	life	after	eating	a	bite	of	an	apple	from	someone	
else’s	tree	without	seeking	permission.		After	he	married	the	owner’s	daughter,	the	
scholar	found	her	to	be	the	most	beautiful	woman	in	the	world	and	they	gave	birth	to	
a	son	who	became	another	great	scholar	of	Islam.	
	
The	Imam	pointed	out	that	in	good	old	days	such	piety	and	devotion	to	the	letter	of	the	
divine	law	were	common	--	even	in	the	case	of	consuming	a	morsel	of	apple.	To	lead	a	life	
according	to	the	sharia,	we	should	follow	such	examples.		
	 This	chapter	takes	up	this	idea	of	leading	a	life	according	to	the	sharia	and	
illustrates	people’s	thoughts,	reasoning,	and	actions	from	my	conversations,	observations,	
and	interactions	with	customers,	employees	and	residents	of	Devon	Avenue,	near	West	
Rogers	Park,	Chicago.	My	goal	here	is	to	bring	the	everyday	in	the	forefront	where	people	
negotiate	and	navigate	religions	and	moral	convictions	in	a	variety	of	different	ways.		 	
	
“Don’t	worry,	say	Bismillah	and	eat	chicken”	
“When	I	first	moved	near	West	Rogers	Park	in	1978,	there	were	no	halal	restaurants	and	
grocery	stores	near	Devon”,	Mahmoud	recalled	as	I	was	talking	to	him	inside	a	bustling	
halal	restaurant	in	Devon	Avenue.	He	continued,	“I	used	to	buy	Chicken	from	the	super	
market	but	I	stopped	doing	that	when	a	halal	grocery	store	opened	up	nearby,	I	think	in	
1985.	Someone	told	me,	I	couldn’t	recall	who	maybe	my	mother	back	home,	that	it	was	ok	
to	eat	chicken	as	long	as	I	say	Bismillah.	If	there	are	mistakes	on	my	part,	Allah	will	
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forgive	me.	Then	I	met	a	group	of	people	who	used	to	go	to	Indiana	to	slaughter	cows	and	
goats	the	proper	way	and	bring	halal	meat	for	me.”			
This,	known	as	the	“Bismillah	method”,	was	a	common	experience	amongst	the	
Muslim	immigrants	that	arrived	in	the	late	60s	and	early	70s.	“Bismillah”	is	the	collective	
noun	for	the	Islamic	phrase	"b-ismi-llāhi	r-raḥmāni	r-raḥīm”	often	translated	as	“In	the	
name	of	God,	the	Most	Gracious,	the	Most	Merciful.”		Even	though	it	is	a	customary	
practice	for	Muslims	to	say	Bismillah	before	eating	and	doing	any	work,	this	utterance	in	
this	instance	has	a	different	significance.	The	reasoning	is	that	as	long	as	you	invoke	the	
name	of	Allah,	the	food	will	become	halal	and	you	will	be	forgiven	for	any	wrongdoing.		
Of	course	this	won’t	work	with	haram	foods	such	as	pork.	But	chicken	that	was	not	
slaughtered	properly	will	become	halal.	And	during	my	conversation,	Mahmoud	and	
others	always	emphasized	that	this	might	not	be	ok	all	the	time	but	it	is	permitted	when	
food	from	a	properly	slaughtered	animal	is	not	available.	It	is	important	to	point	out	that	
none	of	the	people	I	talked	with	referred	to	specific	verses	in	the	Qur’an	or	draw	on	a	
particular	scholar	to	support	their	decision.	The	impression	Mahmoud	and	others	gave	
was	that	they	are	applying	their	best	judgment	given	the	options	available	to	them.102	
	 Mahmoud,	who	recently	retired	as	an	insurance	executive	in	Chicago,	decided	to	
stay	near	Devon	Avenue	even	though	he	can	afford	to	live	in	the	suburbs.	He	spends	a	lot	
of	time	at	the	Jamia	mosque	and	the	restaurants	nearby.	“I	feel	a	certain	connection	to	
this	place	which	I	can’t	find	anywhere	else	in	Chicago”,	he	explained.	“This	is	a	
																																																						
102	What	Mahmoud	here	is	doing	can	be	understood	as	Ijtihad	translated	as	“legal	reasoning”	or	
“independent	reasoning”.	However,	who	has	the	authority	to	do	such	reasoning	has	been	a	complicated	
and	controversial	topic	(Ahmad	2012;	Hallaq	1984;	Khan	2003;	Mir-Hosseini	2007;	Tueni	2015).		
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neighborhood	that	attracted	lots	of	immigrant	and	working	class	people	and	students.	
There	are	good	trains	and	bus	connections	here	and	rent	is	relatively	cheap.	There	are	
also	several	colleges	nearby.	When	I	first	came,	these	were	the	same	reasons	that	kept	me	
here.”			
Finding	meat	in	the	supermarkets	and	going	to	Indiana	to	slaughter	animals	--	
those	days	are	long	gone	for	Mahmoud.	He	now	goes	to	his	favorite	grocery	shop	--	a	
Pakistani	grocery	store	that	sells	halal	meat	and	other	food	items	--	where	he	has	been	
shopping	for	the	past	10	years.	To	him	it	is	not	just	the	meat	--	good,	reliable,	trustworthy	
people	make	the	difference.	And	he	has	his	lists	of	favorite	restaurants	around	the	
neighborhood	--	yes	they	are	all	halal.	This	issue	of	trust	from	the	part	of	the	consumers	is	
one	topic	that	repeatedly	emerged	in	my	conversations.	On	the	part	of	the	
sellers/producers	is	the	issue	of	customer	service	–	the	other	side	of	the	trust	issue.	Later	
conversations	refer	to	this.		
	 “The	first	few	years	were	tough	here	for	my	wife	and	me,”	he	continued	with	his	
reminiscing.	“I	was	doing	a	Masters	and	working	part	time.	There	weren’t	that	many	desis	
around.	I	remember	going	to	the	famous	Gaylord	Indian	a	restaurant	couple	of	times	and	
of	course	that	place	was	not	halal	but	we	applied	the	same	Bismillah	method	there.	Now	
that	I	look	back,	we	probably	shouldn’t	have	done	that,	but	long	hard	working	days,	
homesickness,	a	new	place,	and	the	winter	made	us	crave	some	good	Pakistani/Indian	
food.	A	Pakistani	restaurant	opened	up,	I	think,	around	1980.	It	used	to	have	Karaoke	
downstairs.	Again,	I	was	not	sure	if	that	place	was	halal	or	not.”	
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	 He	also	recalled	that	there	were	no	official	mosques	nearby	when	he	first	arrived.		
Makeshift	prayer	spaces	were	created	for	Friday	and	daily	congregational	prayers.		He	
remembers	going	to	Detroit	through	the	1980’s	for	Eid	prayers.		
	 He	emphasized	the	role	of	Devon	Avenue	and	the	neighborhood	in	his	life.		“It	is	
very	important	to	have	this	community	connection.	You	can	pretty	much	buy	halal	meat	
in	several	places	in	Chicago	now.	Most	big	suburbs	have	at	least	one	halal	grocery	store	
and	usually	not	that	far	from	Devon	(45	min	to	1	hour	drive).	But	staying	here	is	more	
than	just	about	food.	I	can	follow	a	certain	rhythm	of	life	here	that	I	cannot	anywhere	
else.”	
	 After	a	while,	a	Sikh	businessman,	a	friend	of	Mahmoud’s	stopped	by	our	table.	
We	ordered	more	tea	and	some	samosas.	Although	Sikhs	have	their	own	dietary	
restrictions,	all	of	us	shared	snacks	and	tea.	Mahmoud	made	sure	to	order	vegetable	
samosas	for	his	friend.	He	and	Mahmoud	started	talking	about	local	business	and	recent	
construction	projects.	I	interjected	by	inquiring	about	the	state	of	the	neighborhood	
during	the	time	of	recession.	The	gist	of	their	talk	was:	even	though	the	economy	is	down,	
certain	businesses	are	doing	ok	in	Devon	Avenue,	and	new	stores	and	restaurants	are	
opening.		
This	discussion	over	tea	and	samosa	made	me	realize	the	inherent	social	aspect	of	
food.	Even	though	in	this	neighborhood	and	in	particular	in	this	halal	restaurant	the	
space	and	the	atmosphere	are	filled	with	Islamic	ethos	and	imageries,	at	this	instance	
sharing	snacks	with	fellow	South	Asians	comes	to	the	foreground.	Of	course	this	social	
interaction	is	happening	over	a	cup	of	tea	--	which	is	common	for	any	South	Asian	
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gatherings	--	not	a	glass	of	beer	even	though	we	are	sitting	in	Chicago	and	not	too	far	
from	neighborhood	bars	and	breweries.		
	 “I	still	say	Bismillah”,	smiled	Mahmoud	as	I	was	concluding	our	conversation	and	
about	to	leave,	“but	this	time	we	know	better	what	we	are	eating.”	He	said	goodbye	as	he	
put	the	remaining	pieces	of	samosa	in	his	mouth.				
	 Mahmoud	did	start	to	attend	the	mosque	and	religious	lectures	more	frequently	
after	his	retirement	(I	have	observed	the	same	behavior	with	other	South	Asian	retirees).		
He	described	himself	as	a	religious	person	but	admitted	he	didn’t	give	more	time	to	
religion	while	he	was	working.	In	retrospect,	he	could	have	done	more	while	he	was	
young.		If	we	just	look	at	his	mosque	attendance	then	one	can	conclude	that	he	did	
become	more	religious	in	recent	years.	However,	there	are	other	factors	at	play	here.		
There	is	a	social	component	to	attending	prayers	and	religious	lectures.	That’s	where	he	
sees	most	of	his	friends	(he	did	emphasize	that	he	also	has	“Hindu”,	“White”,	and	“Jewish”	
friends).	The	halal	restaurants	he	frequents	are	also	places	of	socialization.	Besides	
religious	events	there	are	a	variety	of	cultural	events	like	poetry	readings,	concerts	that	
happen	in	the	neighborhood	and	the	surrounding	areas.103	The	availability	of	halal	
Indian/Pakistani	food,	close	proximity	to	mosque	and	ample	opportunities	of	
socialization	keep	Mahmoud	busy	here.	When	he	first	came	to	the	neighborhood,	he	
didn’t	have	much	outlet	for	both	religious	activities	and	socialization.	There	are	now	
more	mosques	and	religious	events	(such	as	lectures,	Qur’an	study	circles)	in	the	
																																																						
103	Chicago	has	an	active	Mushaira	scene,	which	is	basically	poetry	gatherings	(mostly	in	Urdu)	performed	
by	invited	guests	from	India	and	Pakistan	and	sometime	by	local	residents	who	are	in	the	same	age	group	
as	Mahmoud.	See	http://amuaachicago.org/wordpress/events/.		
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neighborhood	and	other	parts	of	Chicago	as	well.		In	one	sense,	as	he	grew	older,	the	
neighborhood	and	the	city	have	also	changed	and	provided	him	more	opportunity	to	
engage	in	religious	activities.	When	he	says,	“we	know	better	what	we	are	eating”	that	is	a	
reflection	of	these	ongoing	changes.		
	 Several	factors	contributed	to	this	changing	opinion.	Most	importantly	procuring	
and	consuming	halal	food	became	much	easier	in	the	last	ten	years	for	people	living	in	a	
city	like	Chicago.	Even	though	the	religious	ruling	didn’t	change,	people	like	Mahmoud	
rationalized	and	changed	their	actions	based	on	access	to	halal	food.	In	their	mind	they	
didn’t	eat	haram	food	when	they	bought	chicken	from	the	grocery	store.	Such	action	was	
justifiable	because	there	were	not	any	other	reliable	sources	of	halal	food.	As	the	situation	
is	different	now	they	can	adhere	to	the	stricter	interpretation	of	halal.	Besides	easier	
access	to	halal	food,	there	is	also	a	social	and	business	aspect	to	it.	As	numbers	of	
Muslims	and	halal	restaurants	increased,	people	also	started	to	socialize	around	these	
establishments.	Maintaining	a	stricter	understanding	of	halal	in	such	social	settings	
became	important.	At	the	same	time	restaurants	and	companies	also	started	to	appeal	to	
Muslim	consumers	often	times	responding	to	the	demand	and	sometimes	creating	it.		
Besides	the	marketing	efforts,	dissemination	of	what	is	halal	or	not	via	word	of	mouth	
and	in	recent	times	through	the	Internet	also	helped	in	changing	and	influencing	people’s	
interpretation	of	halal.		
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“You	can	always	find	bread	and	tea	in	America”	
I	was	talking	to	Malek	in	his	shop	on	a	slow	weekday	afternoon.	Customers	were	trickling	
in	but	he	still	agreed	to	talk	to	me	for	a	while.	We	started	talking	about	being	Muslim	in	
the	USA,	his	family,	my	work	and	studies.	Then	I	started	asking	him	about	Devon	
Avenue.	One	question	I	usually	ask	everyone	is	about	his	or	her	favorite	place	to	eat	in	
the	neighborhood.	“Halwa	Puri	at	Tahoora”,	Malek	enthusiastically	answered.	I	nodded	in	
agreement.		
Malek	is	a	middle-aged	Pakistani	store	manager	who	lives	in	the	suburbs104	and	has	
been	working	in	this	store	for	almost	ten	years.	While	talking	about	Devon	Avenue	and	
the	restaurants	that	we	like,	I	confessed	that	I	don’t	strictly	follow	the	Islamic	dietary	
laws:	“If	I	am	driving	in	the	middle	of	nowhere	in	the	highway,	I	am	hungry,	I	will	eat	
whatever	I	can	find.	It	is	easy	to	find	halal	food	in	Devon	Avenue	but	not	when	you	are	in	
middle	of	Ohio	or	Indiana.”	He	quickly	replied	by	saying	that	I	should	try	harder:	“You	do	
not	have	to	stay	hungry	but	don’t	eat	whatever	you	find.	That	is	not	good.	You	can	always	
find	plain	white	bread	and	tea	in	America.	I	survived	on	those	for	days	whenever	I	used	to	
travel.”	I	found	myself	often	in	a	similar	situation	during	my	research	where	older,	
seemingly	pious,	persons	will	impart	religious	advice.	This	never	felt	like	that	they	were	
judgmental	or	criticizing	but	more	as	a	goodwill	gesture	to	save	and	warn	me	from	
wrongdoing.		
																																																						
104	I	soon	discovered	most	well-off	store	managers	and	owners	live	in	nearby	suburbs	such	as	Skokie,	
Evansville,	Naperville,	and	Aurora	but	the	store	employees	live	near	Devon	Avenue	where	housing	is	
much	more	affordable.			
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	 	When	I	started	my	fieldwork,	one	of	my	participants	recommended	Malek	as	he	
has	been	working	in	Devon	for	a	long	time.	He	is	definitely	very	knowledgeable	about	the	
area	and	one	of	the	few	people	I	met	who	is	very	strict	about	following	the	dietary	
restrictions.	He	was	not	shy	about	expressing	his	opinions	regarding	his	practices	and	
choices.		He	moved	to	America	from	Lahore	after	finishing	his	Bachelor’s	degree	in	
Business.	He	has	other	family	members	living	in	Florida	where	he	stayed	for	the	first	few	
years.	Then	eventually	he	moved	to	Chicago	and	started	working	in	Devon.		
“Devon	is	very	diverse”,	he	started	to	describe	the	neighborhood.	Then	he	qualified	
it	by	“mostly	Indians	and	Pakistanis,	some	Middle	Eastern	people	too	but	they	have	their	
own	neighborhood.	You	know,	this	used	be	a	Jewish	neighborhood.”	Business	has	been	
good	according	to	him	even	though	the	recession	was	in	full	swing.	Weekends	are	the	
best	time	from	the	majority	of	stores	in	Devon	when	most	people	from	the	suburbs	come	
to	shop	for	meat,	produce,	and	other	foodstuff.		
“Do	you	only	go	to	the	Halal	shops?”	I	asked	him.		
“Yes,	of	course.”	As	if	I	asked	a	dumb	question.	But	then	he	started	to	explain	in	detail	
what	exactly	one	should	look	for	in	these	stores.	According	to	Malek,	it	is	not	just	about	
the	halal	signs	in	the	front	of	the	store;	it	has	to	be	“zabiha.”	He	emphasized,	“I	only	go	to	
places	that	I	know	serve	zabiha-halal	food.”	For	him,	the	distinction	is	very	crucial.	He	
deliberated	on	clarifying	his	position:	“Halal	is	permitted	animal	which	means	for	
instance	any	animal	other	than	pork.	But	zabiha	means	that	all	the	requirements	of	
Islamic	slaughter	have	been	fulfilled.”	He	then	continued	on	“So	let	me	give	you	an	
example	--	Chicken	sandwich	at	McDonalds?	Halal?	Haram?	It	is	halal	but	not	zabiha.	So	
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you	shouldn’t	eat	it	even	though	Chicken	is	halal.”	Basically	he	concluded,	just	because	a	
restaurant	puts	up	a	halal	sign	does	not	necessarily	mean	it	is	ok	for	Muslims	to	eat	in	
that	place:	“It	has	to	be	zabiha!”	Talking	with	others	who	frequent	Devon	for	shopping	
during	weekends,	I	was	able	to	verify	that	Malek’s	explanation	is	a	going	opinion	among	a	
majority	of	South	Asian	customers	but	not	so	much	for	Middle	Eastern	people.	Before	I	
talked	to	them,	I	assumed	the	issue	might	confuse	people.	But	I	met	only	a	handful	of	
people	who	were	confused	by	the	halal	vs.	zabiha	issue.	Most	of	these	customers	know	
exactly	what	halal	and	zabiha	meant.	They	might	not	know	the	historical	and	theological	
details	but	most	held	the	opinion	that	zabiha	is	the	better	option.	Some	gathered	this	
knowledge	from	friends	and	family	members	who	moved	to	the	United	States	before	
them	while	others	found	the	answer	on	the	Internet.		
	 Malek’s	insistence	on	finding	the	right	kind	of	halal	food	is	not	an	isolated	
practice.	It	is	not	just	his	dietary	habits	--	he	follows	the	same	scrutiny	in	other	domains	
of	his	life	as	well	(for	instance,	he	recently	started	using	Islamic	mortgagees	and	sharia	
compliant	mutual	funds).	The	scrutiny	and	effort	he	invests	come	from	his	natural	
disposition	but	at	the	same	time	living	in	a	non-Muslim	majority	country,	he	feels	he	
needs	to	exercise	higher	scrutiny	to	safeguard	his	faith.	Does	it	make	him	more	religious	
than	the	next	Muslim?	According	to	him,	he	is	merely	trying	to	follow	the	sharia	properly	
--	there	is	no	question	of	more	or	less.	Even	though	multiple	understandings	of	sharia	are	
out	there,	Malek	exercises	his	own	judgment	to	come	to	the	conclusion	that	he	needs	to	
find	zabiha	food	and	verify	the	authenticity	of	that	claim.	There’s	no	wiggle	room	and	
gray	area	there.		And	this	is	not	a	burden	for	him	–	that	is	how	he	exercises	his	piety.		
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A	typical	late	afternoon	at	the	Dhaba	
	
It	was	a	hot	July	afternoon.	After	I	entered	the	Punjabi	Dhaba	I	was	excited	to	feel	the	cool	
air	inside.	I	ordered	some	Bihari	Kabab	and	before	finding	my	seat,	I	went	in	to	the	
bathroom	to	wash	my	face.	Then	I	saw	they	had	complementary	“kagji	lebu”	drink,	similar	
to	lemonade	--	how	nice!	(when	I	was	little	my	mom	used	to	make	a	similar	“kagji	lebu”	
drink	during	the	summer,	much	better	than	lemonade).		
	
The	food	came	pretty	quickly	but	I	was	observing	the	customers.	On	the	right	hand	side	of	
the	store	there	were	two	tables	--	elderly	gentlemen	with	beards	and	long	dresses	occupied	
all	of	these.	In	front	of	me	three	relatively	younger	guys:	one	bearded	guy,	not	wearing	the	
long	dress	(colorful	shirt	and	trouser).	As	a	good	ethnographer,	I	started	eavesdropping.		
The	topic	was	Indo-Pak	politics.		Most	of	the	conversation	was	in	Punjabi	and	Hindi	with	a	
little	English	here	and	there.	So	I	had	to	piece	it	together.	At	some	point,	it	felt	like	the	
bearded	guy	was	giving	a	lecture.		
	
Then	a	little	kid	appeared	from	the	kitchen	and	went	out	and	started	playing	with	the	hose	
(can't	blame	him,	it	was	pretty	hot).	The	customers	were	looking	at	me;	I	guess	it	is	a	bit	
unusual	for	someone	to	have	lunch	on	their	own	here.		
	
After	finishing	my	food,	I	ordered	some	tea.	As	I	was	finishing	my	tea,	I	noticed	a	big	group	
was	entering	the	restaurant	(the	little	kid	still	messing	with	the	hose).	The	guy	at	the	front	
of	the	group	who	seemed	to	be	the	patriarch	of	the	family	looked	annoyed	by	the	kid’s	
	 168	
behavior.	It	was	a	big	family	--	with	the	wife	and	what	seemed	like	three	daughters	(or	some	
other	female	relatives).	Yes,	it	felt	like	a	“typical”	scene,	the	bearded	Muslim	guy	in	front	
and	a	group	of	women	(yes,	they	were	all	covered	with	black	long	dresses)	following.	The	
owners	of	the	dhaba	(both	husband	and	wife)	seem	to	know	them.	Greetings	were	
exchanged.	The	husband	came	out	of	the	kitchen	(as	he	was	saying	cinco	Paratha	to	the	
Spanish	speaking	helper	there).		The	family	sat	in	another	section	(most	of	these	
restaurants	have	a	family	section,	separated).		
	
I	paid	the	bill	and	left	a	$1	tip	in	the	table,	the	guy	was	surprised.	Even	though	tipping	is	
common	in	the	USA,	it	is	not	in	South	Asia,	at	least	not	in	dhaba	type	places.	I	asked	one	of	
the	South	Asian	workers	in	Hindi,	who	is	the	owner	(“malik").	He	pointed	out	to	the	man	
seating	in	the	table	talking	on	his	phone	and	also	pointed	inside	the	kitchen	(the	wife	was	
there,	wearing	a	hijab).	Then	the	store	was	empty	for	a	while	and	after	a	while	an	East	Asian	
lady	walked	in.	I	saw	her	park	across	the	street.	I	was	a	bit	surprised	as	I	was	expecting	
mostly	South	Asian	clientele	here	(later	I	"yelped"	the	place	and	saw	good	reviews	from	what	
it	seems,	by	non	South	Asians).	She	came	and	ordered	some	chicken	biryani	and	mentioned	
that	she	will	pick	it	up	after	shopping.	
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“There	are	only	two	real	halal	places	in	Devon”	
I	met	Parvez	at	a	Starbucks	near	his	suburban	home.	He	came	to	the	USA	almost	25	years	
ago.	After	he	graduated	with	his	Ph.D.	in	Mechanical	Engineering	he	moved	to	the	
Detroit	area	to	work	but	for	the	last	eight	years	he	is	working	near	Chicago.	He	used	to	go	
to	Devon	almost	once	a	week	but	now	most	suburbs	have	small	to	midsize	South	Asian	
groceries	that	carry	halal	meat.		He	confided	in	me	at	one	point	during	our	conversation,	
“I	will	tell	you	a	secret.	One	of	my	friends	told	me	once,	and	I	consider	him	to	be	very	
reliable,	there	are	only	two	real	halal	shops	in	Devon.	All	the	rest	use	fake	halal	signs.		Of	
course,	I	am	not	telling	you	the	names	as	my	friend	told	me	in	confidence	and	I	don’t	
want	to	create	a	rumor.	But	I	think	this	is	very	true.	It	is	a	big	mess	there.	You	can’t	trust	
anyone	these	days.”		
	 I	heard	similar	comments	in	passing	from	others	as	well.		But	they	also	admitted	
that	there	is	a	rumor	mill	in	operation	that	sometime	creates	confusion	for	the	consumers	
and	hurts	businesses.		
	 I	never	got	the	name	from	Parvez.	But	he	expounded	on	his	impressions	of	Devon	
Avenue:	“It	was	an	interesting	place	around	the	late	80’s	and	early	90’s	when	it	was	slowly	
growing.	Now	it	is	just	chaos.		Parking	is	a	pain	and	all	those	new	constructions	don’t	
make	it	easy.	And	this	whole	halal	thing….	let	me	tell	you	how	it	works.		They	pay	some	
company	for	a	certificate	and	then	put	up	signs	in	front	of	the	store	to	attract	customers	–	
this	is	all	just	marketing.	I	mean	what	is	100%	halal?	It	does	not	make	any	sense.	Either	
you	are	halal	or	not.”			
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He	currently	shops	once	a	week	at	the	grocery	store	near	his	home	in	the	suburb.	
“I	know	the	owner,	he	is	Indian	but	Muslim.	His	brother-in-law	owns	a	farm	in	Michigan.	
It	is	a	family	business.	Most	of	his	meat	comes	from	there.	I	rarely	go	to	Devon	now.”		
He	also	didn’t	have	a	high	opinion	about	the	restaurants.	“I	don’t	think	they	can	
make	a	big	profit	if	they	really	purchase	halal	meat.	There	is	one	place	we	used	to	go	to	as	
a	family;	we	rarely	eat	out	now	a	day.	But	I	am	not	picky	about	that.	I	guess	they	serve	
halal.	When	I	buy	meat,	I	do	make	sure	I	trust	the	owner	and	the	store.	The	sign	and	
certificate	mean	less	to	me.”	
	 Parvez	represents	the	professional,	highly	educated,	and	successful	South	Asian	
Muslims	who	are	involved	in	organization	building	and	grassroots	community	efforts	in	
Chicago	(Schimdt	2004).	He	knows	most	of	the	leaders	of	the	community	who	sits	on	
mosque	committees	and	other	Muslim	non-profit	organizations.	Even	though	he	never	
participated	in	such	endeavors,	he	morally	and	financially	supports	these	mosques	and	
organizations.	His	take	on	halal	food	and	religion	can	be	identified	as	a	modern	rational	
outlook	that	is	doubtful	but	yet	focuses	on	practicality	and	convenience	without	
undermining	sharia.	The	big	difference	between	Malek	and	Parvez	was	their	level	of	
scrutiny	and	doubt	towards	halal	food.	They	are	both	aware	that	there	are	people	out	
there	who	just	want	to	make	profit	in	the	name	of	religion	but	Malek	kept	insisting	on	the	
authenticity	of	halal	food	whereas	Parvez	while	critical	was	more	relaxed	about	it.	
However,	despite	their	level	of	scrutiny	both	emphasized	the	role	of	personal	relationship	
and	trust;	for	example,	knowing	the	owner	of	the	store.		
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Halal	Fried	Chicken		
“The	fried	chicken	wars	on	Devon	underscore	the	growing	power	of	the	Muslim	
market,”(Ahmed-Ullah	2007)	claimed	a	2007	Chicago	Tribune	story.	According	to	the	
story	KFC	and	Brown’s	Chicken	both	were	in	competition	to	lure	Muslim	customers	to	
their	stores	by	providing	halal	fried	chicken.	The	news	story	also	summarized	some	of	the	
discussions	and	debates	that	followed	the	opening	of	these	two	restaurants.		The	
particular	branch	of	Brown’s	Chicken	near	Devon	Avenue	is	now	closed	but	there	are	
other	branches	that	serve	halal	fried	chicken.		The	KFC	near	Devon	Avenue	still	serves	
halal	food	and	on	their	website	has	details	about	their	process:	105		
	
This	KFC	came	about	as	a	collaborative	idea	between	Afzal	Lokhandwala	and	
Shahid	Yusuf	to	give	the	Muslim	community	in	Chicago	something	it	has	never	
had,	a	halal	American	fast	food	alternative.	With	KFC,	the	Muslim	community	
now	has	an	equal	opportunity	to	enjoy	the	same	foods	as	their	non-muslim	
neighbors.	Giving	our	community	access	to	such	an	alternative	was	the	number	
one	goal	of	these	two	partners	when	they	started	this	venture.		
The	creation	of	this	Halal	KFC	was	not	an	easy	one.	The	partners	had	to	convince	
the	KFC	Corporation	that	there	was	an	actual	need	of	Halal	KFC	as	the	Muslim	
community	was	growing	and	missing	out	on	some	of	the	tastiest	chicken	in	the	
world.	It	was	after	a	great	deal	of	hard	work	and	patience	that	led	to	the	opening	of	
a	KFC	which	would	offer	Halal	Chicken.	
																																																						
105https://web.archive.org/web/20050323024331/http://www.zabihakfc.com/aboutus.asp?id=about#bio	
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Our	chicken	is	processed	exactly	as	done	in	Saudi	Arabia,	middle	east	and	other	
Muslim	countries.	We	not	only	offer	100	%	Halal	chicken	but	we	also	comply	to	
the	highest	standards	set	by	KFC.	We	strive	hard	to	satisfy	our	customers	with	
their	needs	of	Halal	fast	food.	
	
Some	of	the	people	I	talked	with	knew	about	this	KFC.		Usually	they	have	kids	who	like	to	
go	to	there.	As	one	non	South	Asian	cabdriver	told	me	“My	kids	love	KFC	so	I	try	to	bring	
them	here	once	in	a	while.”	Some	Muslims,	although	skeptical	about	the	“halalness”	of	
the	place,	were	happy	to	see	a	place	like	KFC	serving	halal	food.	To	them,	this	indicates	
acceptance	of	the	growing	need	of	the	Muslim	community	in	the	USA,	which	is	
something	the	Tribune	story	described	as	well.		However,	Malek	hesitated	going	to	a	
chain	like	this	even	though	a	Muslim	owns	the	franchise:	“Who	knows	if	they	serve	real	
halal	food.	It	is	not	zabiha”!	Here	he	is	referring	to	machine	slaughtered	versus	hand-
slaughtered	meat	(the	term	zabiha	always	implies	hand	slaughtered).	Malek	emphasized	
his	point	in	this	manner:	“if	I	knew	the	owner	and	he	is	Muslim,	maybe.	But	more	
importantly,	if	I	want	fried	chicken,	I	will	just	go	next	door	to	Tahoora.	They	are	much	
better	than	KFC.	And	I	know	the	owners	and	managers	of	Tahoora.	If	I	have	Tahoora,	I	
don’t	need	KFC.”	
	 The	restaurant	business	in	a	city	like	Chicago	is	very	competitive.	It	is	not	
surprising	that	outlets	like	Brown’s	and	KFC	want	to	cater	to	the	Muslim	consumers	to	
expand	their	market.		These	outlets	are	also	in	competition	with	the	“ethnic”	restaurants	
that	are	concentrated	in	and	around	Devon	Avenue.		
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As	I	described	in	the	previous	chapter,	one	key	point	of	contention	is	the	exact	
method	of	slaughtering.	For	instance,	some	regard	machine	slaughtered	animals	to	be	
halal	and	some	do	not.	Even	though	some	of	these	restaurants	do	not	disclose	explicitly	
the	exact	method	of	slaughter,	if	someone	does	not	consider	mechanical	slaughtering	to	
be	halal	then	they	are	not	the	target	audience	here	–they	will	just	avoid	places	like	KFC.	
	It	is	not	just	about	fried	chicken	in	Chicago.	The	iconic	Chicago	hot	dog	is	now	
halal.		“Muslim	Eater”,	a	Chicago	based	food	blog	recently	reviewed	“Main	Stop”,	a	hot	
dog	joint	in	Lombard	(not	too	far	from	West	Rogers	Park)	owned	by	a	Mongolian	family,	
“Growing	up	as	a	Muslim	in	Chicago,	there	was	a	local	food	experience	I	was	never	able	to	
enjoy:	eating	at	a	Chicago	street	food	restaurant.	Sure,	I	had	my	fair	share	of	deep	dish	
and	stuffed	pizza,	but	I	had	never	been	to	a	place	that	served	hot	dogs,	gyros,	burgers	and	
hand-cut	fries	for	one	simple	reason:	those	joints	were	never	Halal”	(Shafi	2015).	Shafi	
describes	in	the	article	that	“Main	Stop”	had	a	Muslim	owner	then	sold	to	the	current	
owner	who	is	not	Muslim.	But	the	place	still	provides	halal	meat	and	no	pork	in	the	menu	
even	though	according	to	the	owner	only	20%	of	the	clientele	is	Muslim.	Similar	to	the	
places	in	Devon,	“Main	Stop”	displays	a	halal	certificate	from	The	Halal	Advocates	of	
America.106	
	 Two	trends	need	to	be	highlighted	here.	The	restaurant	businesses	here	are	
catering	to	different	but	overlapping	market	segments.	First,	people	like	Malek,	who	
prefers	authentic	zabiha	kababs	and	biriyani	over	hot	dog	and	burgers,	will	stick	to	the	
restaurants	in	Devon	Avenue	area	that	specialize	in	South	Asian	cuisine.	But	restaurants	
																																																						
106	http://halaladvocates.net/hfsaa/about-hfsaa/	
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like	“Main	Stop”	attract	a	younger	Muslim	and	crowd	who	adheres	to	the	dietary	
restrictions	but	at	the	same	time	enjoys	different	types	of	cuisine.	There	is	a	generational	
divide	where	adherence	to	dietary	restrictions	ties	them	together	but	preference	of	
cuisine	drives	them	to	different	places.	The	restaurant	still	needs	to	be	halal	--	maybe	not	
necessarily	zabiha	--	and	occupy	the	same	moral	space	but	depending	on	one’s	definition	
of	halal	and	preference	of	food	the	nature	of	the	space	varies.		
	
	The	Burger	King	method	
Now	we	move	to	another	franchise	in	the	area	--	Burger	King.	This	is	an	example	of	how	
people	expand	the	moral	space	into	a	different	territory.	Halim,	a	grocery	store	owner,	
had	the	following	to	say	about	one	of	the	Burger	King	locations	near	Devon:	“If	I	have	to	
eat	outside,	fast	food	type	stuff,	I	usually	go	to	Burger	King.	I	order	the	fish	fillet.	The	one	
near	here	knows	the	drill.		I	ask	them	to	deep-fry	it	in	the	same	fryer	they	do	the	fries.	So	
it	does	not	get	in	touch	with	the	lard	or	pork.	McDonalds	here	don’t	like	this	kind	of	
requests	but	Burger	King	here	will	do	this.	This	does	not	happen	in	other	parts	of	
Chicago.	Most	of	the	time	it	works	here,	depending	on	who	is	working	at	the	counter.		
Once	I	requested	this	to	the	black	girl	in	the	counter,	she	had	no	clue	what	to	do.	Then	
the	manager	came	and	he	figured	it	out	and	I	got	my	fish	fillet.”			
Halim,	who	is	from	Hyderabad,	India	has	been	living	in	the	area	since	1992.	He	
started	working	as	a	cab	driver	then	eventually	he	was	able	to	buy	a	small	grocery	store	in	
the	area.	He	grew	up	in	a	religious	household.	His	father	wanted	him	to	go	to	a	madrasa	-
(Islamic	religious	school)	but	he	wasn’t	interested.	However	he	didn’t	do	well	to	go	to	
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engineering	or	medicine	school	either.	After	a	while	with	the	help	of	his	brother-in-law	
he	made	it	to	the	U.S.		He	appreciates	the	hustle-bustle	and	chaos	in	Devon	Avenue	and	
of	course	the	food	--	“It	reminds	me	of	home.”	Since	he	moved	to	the	United	States,	
Halim	never	had	any	issues	finding	mosques	to	pray	or	eating	halal	food.	Once	in	a	while	
he	does	prefer	something	different	like	Burger	King.		
Burger	King	unlike	KFC	does	not	provide	halal	options.	However	for	various	
reasons	these	places	are	still	popular	with	Muslim	customers	even	in	close	proximity	to	
Devon	Avenue	where	one	can	find	halal	food.	For	Halim	convenience	plays	a	key	role	
here.	If	wanted	he	can	go	a	little	further	and	find	Indian/Pakistani	halal	restaurants	but	
sometime	he	needs	a	quick	stop	and	the	Burger	King	method	provides	him	that	flexibility.		
He	does	not	consider	this	as	digressing	from	the	precept	of	sharia.	Rather,	“I	am	making	
sure	that	I	am	not	eating	random	things.	I	prefer	the	fish	fillet	not	the	burgers.”	Thus	he	is	
eating	halal	despite	eating	at	a	place	where	haram	items	are	available.	As	long	as	he	can	
maintain,	and	the	store	can	provide,	the	clear	separation,	he	is	satisfied.		
	
“I	am	ok,	as	long	I	am	not	eating	pork”	/	“I	trust	the	sign”		
I	met	Suleiman	who	is	from	Somalia	one	early	Sunday	morning.	He	has	been	living	near	
Devon	since	2003	but	been	in	Chicago	since	1991.	He	hasn't	been	back	home	since	then.	
There's	no	point	going	back,	he	mentioned	and	talked	briefly	about	the	war.	I	asked	him	
where	he	shops.	There	is	a	big	grocery	store	in	front	of	us.	He	pointed	towards	that.	Then	
for	halal	meat,	he	goes	a	few	blocks	South	from	where	we	were	standing.		On	Friday,	he	
mentioned,	“I	stop	working	around	10am.	Then	I	have	enough	time	to	come	back	here.	
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There	is	a	Somali	mosque	in	downtown	but	it	is	too	small.	It	gets	crowded	there	easily	so	
I	come	here.”	He	didn’t	mention	anything	about	halal	vs	zabiha	but	he	did	point	out	that	
he	tries	to	follow	the	dietary	restrictions	as	strictly	as	he	can.		
At	first,	he	wasn’t	that	interested	to	talk	to	me	but	after	I	gave	him	my	business	
card	he	saw	my	name.	Then	he	immediately	addressed	me	with	the	Islamic	greeting	and	
he	started	to	talk	more.	I	asked	him	whether	he	thinks	halal	meat	is	expensive.	“Maybe	a	
little	bit”,	Jamal	replied.	“But	it	does	not	matter.	For	religion,	if	I	have	to	buy	this,	then	I	
have	to	buy.	I	am	prohibited	to	eat	the	other	types	of	meat.	So	there's	no	other	option.	I	
buy	halal	meat.	“		
“What	about	the	restaurants?”	I	further	asked.			
“Yes,	I	sometime	go	to	the	Indian	places	here.	But	my	favorite	is	Dawali”	which	is	a	
Mediterranean	halal	place	near	Kedzie.		He	then	went	inside	the	cab	and	got	a	card	of	
that	place	to	show	me.	I	wanted	to	keep	the	card	but	he	needed	it	back	as	sometimes	he	
calls	from	the	cab	on	his	way	there.		Then	he	started	telling	me	about	his	family	and	kids.	
We	were	still	outside	standing	next	to	his	cab.		
“I	sometime	take	my	kids	to	Pizza	Hut.	I	just	order	cheese	or	veggie	lover.	Then	
when	we	come	home	we	put	some	cooked	chicken	as	toppings	if	the	kids	want	chicken.		
This	way	we	have	halal	pizza.“		
“Do	you	know	the	KFC	halal	place	near	by?”			
“Yes,	I	go	there.”		
“Do	you	think	they	are	really	halal?”		
	 177	
“If	they	are	displaying	the	sign	then	it	is,	should	be,	right?	It	is	their	responsibility	to	
make	sure	they	are	following	the	proper	method.	Sometimes,	if	I	order	something	and	it	
is	not	halal,	they	inform	me.	But	again	it	is	their	responsibility	to	make	sure,	not	mine.	“	
	 These	halal/zabiha	signs	that	are	visible	on	Devon	Avenue	are	effective	marketing	
tools	and	not	so	different	than	any	other	establishment	advertising	“fresh”	or	“organic.”		
However,	at	the	same	time,	the	sign	conveys	different	messages	to	different	people.	To	
someone	who	strictly	prefers	hand	slaughtered	meat	just	“halal”	might	not	be	enough.	For	
others,	halal	shows	a	welcoming	sign	--	that	this	place	caters	to	Muslims	who	follow	the	
dietary	restrictions.	For	non-Muslims	or	people	who	don’t	adhere	to	the	dietary	
restrictions,	it	might	be	just	a	sign	with	no	significance	but	indicating	delicious	food.		
	
“I	don’t	care	about	halal	but	I	drove	here	for	the	chicken”	
There	are	only	a	few	remaining	live	poultry	shops	in	the	entire	city	of	Chicago	according	
to	Zain	who	works	at	one	of	these	near	Devon	Avenue.	I	spend	several	afternoons	there	
talking	to	the	employees	and	some	of	the	customers.	The	customers	were	from	all	walks	
of	life	and	different	ethnicities.	Most	of	the	time	when	I	was	there	I	noticed	at	least	50%	
of	them	were	South	Asians.	The	rest	of	the	customers	were	Hispanics,	West	and	East	
Africans,	African-Americans.	In	some	cases	I	could	tell	very	easily	by	their	attire	and	
beard	that	they	were	Muslim,	some	I	couldn’t	until	I	greeted	and	talked	to	them.		
Once	I	talked	with	a	couple	from	Ghana	(non-Muslim)	who	drove	one	hour	to	get	
fresh	chicken.	“I	don’t	like	the	frozen	ones”,	the	woman	replied	when	I	asked	about	her	
reason	for	coming	here.	I	talked	with	a	Pakistani	guy	who	also	drove	an	hour:		“I	can	buy	
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halal	chicken	near	my	house,	but	they	are	frozen.	When	I	have	guests	at	home,	I	come	
here.”			
One	afternoon,	I	went	inside	the	shop	with	Maria,	who	grew	up	in	Venezuela	and	
now	works	as	a	cleaner	at	a	nearby	college	and	lives	in	Devon.	She	pointed	out	three	
chickens	and	Zain	who	was	wearing	a	special	apron	and	rubber	grabbed	those	live	
chickens	by	their	feet	and	legs	from	the	back	of	his	store.	Then	he	went	to	the	next	room	
to	slaughter	them.	A	few	minutes	later,	you	can	see	white	feathers	flying	into	the	air	as	
the	birds	were	stuffed	into	a	plastic	green	tub	to	be	weighed.	When	I	asked	about	the	
process,	he	casually	replied.	“Allahu	Akbar”,	then	he	made	a	gesture	for	the	slaughter.		
Usually	the	chickens	are	weighed	before	they	the	slaughtered	to	determine	their	price.	He	
then	takes	the	birds	into	a	room	with	stainless	steel	walls	and	ceiling,	and	he	cuts	their	
throats	with	a	knife.		
	
“We	only	ordered	chicken	for	the	sheik”	
A	few	years	ago	one	of	the	mosques	(Faizan-e-Madina	mosque107)	in	the	area	invited	a	
famous	sheik	(teacher)	for	a	lecture.	The	organizers	were	not	sure	what	to	do	about	food,	
as	the	sheik	was	very	strict	about	what	he	eats	while	traveling.	Every	one	I	talked	to	had	
their	own	opinion	about	what	constitutes	halal.	This	was	also	the	case	among	the	
organizers	here.	Some	were	fine	with	buying	meat	from	the	stores	down	the	road.	Some	
were	skeptical	like	Parvez.	In	the	end,	the	organizing	committee	decided	to	just	get	
chicken.	As	there	is	only	one	live	chicken	place	in	the	area	and	they	can	monitor	how	the	
																																																						
107	Faizan-e-madina	mosques	are	part	of	an	Islamic	movement	called	Dawat-e-Islami	(see	Gugler	2011).		
	 179	
animals	are	being	slaughtered,	the	organizers	preferred	to	create	the	menu	for	the	sheik	
based	on	the	easy	availability	of	chicken.	They	assured	the	sheik	about	the	authenticity	
and	cleanliness	of	the	food.		
	 The	Faizan-e-Madina	mosque	is	a	small	storefront	establishment.	There	is	a	
computer	repair	shop	and	tattoo	parlor	near	by.	On	the	other	side	of	the	store,	attached	
to	the	same	building,	is	a	Pakistani	restaurant.	Most	of	the	storeowners	and	residents	
attend	the	big	mosque	near	Rockwell	but	people	living	near	this	one	come	here	for	daily	
and	weekly	prayers.		
One	evening,	I	went	there	to	attend	the	evening	prayer.	The	name	of	the	mosque	
is	not	clearly	visible	from	outside.	As	you	enter,	the	door	you	see	piles	of	shoes	on	the	
racks	beside	the	door.	The	opening	is	narrow	but	it	diagonally	opens	up	to	a	small	
hallway,	which	is	the	main	prayer	hall.	I	took	off	my	shoes	and	entered	the	mosque.	There	
is	a	small	washroom	as	you	enter	the	main	room	on	the	left.		I	also	noticed	a	partition	on	
the	other	side	of	the	room.	Later	I	found	out	that	the	partitioned	section	is	used	for	
Islamic	education	during	Sunday	school.108		It	was	at	least	another	15	minutes	before	the	
evening	prayer.	So	I	found	a	corner	and	sat	down	in	silence.	I	saw	another	guy	who	was	
reading	the	Qur’an.	There	is	a	rack	of	pamphlets	about	the	vices	of	TV	--	in	English	and	in	
Urdu.	A	few	minutes	later	an	older	gentleman	walked	in	while	talking	on	his	cellphone	in	
Urdu.	Then	two	guys	from	the	other	side	of	the	partition	walked	in	to	the	main	prayer	
area.	Both	of	them	were	wearing	the	green	turban,	which	is	usually	worn	by	the	members	
																																																						
108	Even	though	Islamic	holy	day	is	Friday	and	in	most	Muslim	countries	Friday	is	a	day	off,	in	the	United	
States	and	other	non-Muslim	majority	countries,	the	community	use	Sunday	for	educational	purposes.	
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of	the	Faizan-e-Madina.	Not	all	the	attendees	wore	the	green	turban.	After	the	prayer	I	
talked	with	some	of	the	attendees.		
One	of	the	older	gentlemen	asked	me	in	Urdu	if	I	understood.	I	politely	smiled	and	
said,	a	little	bit.	He	quickly	switched	to	English	even	though	I	understood	him	before.	He	
has	been	in	the	neighborhood	for	12	years.	Even	though	he	enjoys	living	here,	it	has	been	
challenging	to	run	a	small	mosque.	They	ran	into	some	zoning	issues	with	the	city.	The	
quality	of	the	neighborhood	is	declining	according	to	him.	He	specifically	talked	about	
drug	related	crimes	and	then	pointed	out	the	importance	of	Islamic	education	in	these	
troubling	times	for	the	Muslims	here.	I	pressed	him	about	the	drug	related	crimes	and	he	
skirted	the	issue	and	implied	that	they	were	caused	by	African-Americans	not	Indians	or	
Pakistanis;	but	no	one	is	safe.		
I	also	talked	with	one	of	the	cab	drivers	that	regularly	pray	in	this	mosque.	He	also	
echoed	the	sentiment	about	the	declining	state	of	the	neighborhood.		He	hinted	at	the	
presence	of	more	African-American	“kids”	in	the	neighborhood.	While	asking	him	about	
halal	food	and	the	neighborhood	grocery	stores	and	restaurants,	I	found	he	displayed	
somewhat	nonchalant	attitude.	So	far	during	my	research	I	was	used	to	hearing	details	
and	passionate	arguments	about	halal	food	choices.	Even	though	he	strictly	follows	the	
guidelines	(very	similar	to	Malek),	he	described	the	businesses	around	the	neighborhood	
as:	“too	commercialized,	trying	to	make	a	buck	using	this	halal	thing.	I	am	fine	without	
these	halal	stores.”	He	didn’t	elaborate	on	this	too	much	so	it	wasn’t	clear	whether	he	is	
boycotting	these	stores	or	not.	A	couple	of	others	also	expressed	concerns	about	the	
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commercialized	aspect	of	halal	meat	but	I	didn’t	get	the	sense	that	people	stopped	buying	
halal	items	from	these	stores.		
	
“It	was	probably	Jesus!”	
One	storeowner,	who	repeatedly	requested	not	to	use	his	name,	told	me	why	he	prefers	
Hispanic	workers	in	the	kitchen.	“Desis	are	lazy,	they	talk	all	day,	nothing	gets	done.	
These	people	[Hispanics]	know	how	to	work	hard.”	I	asked	him	whether	he	teaches	them	
about	halal	issues.	“No,	they	don’t	need	to	know.	The	meat	comes	prepared.	It	is	already	
slaughtered	according	to	the	sharia.	The	workers	do	not	need	to	know	about	it.	Once	I	
did	have	a	problem	with	one	guy	who	used	to	drink	and	come	to	work.	I	didn’t	like	that.	
But	there	are	plenty	of	other	good	workers	here	that	need	a	job.	So	I	found	someone	who	
doesn’t	drink	or	smoke	at	all.	He	is	a	good	kid”,	the	owner	smiled	and	pointed	me	to	
Jesus.				
Then	I	briefly	talk	to	Jesus	and	Maria,	a	couple	from	El	Salvador	who	work	in	this	
restaurant	that	is	open	24	hours.	I	caught	Maria,	outside	the	store	as	she	was	talking	to	
her	sister	on	her	cell	phone.	She	mostly	does	the	preparation	(such	as	peeling,	cutting)	
and	Jesus	does	the	cooking.	There	is	a	Pakistani	cook	who	comes	in	during	the	second	
shift.	“He	is	a	good	cook”,	Maria	told	me	about	Jesus,	“he	learned	all	the	spices	and	tricks	
very	quickly	from	the	Pakistani	guy.”	I	concurred,	as	I	have	regularly	eaten	in	that	
restaurant.		
“The	beef-paratha	was	really	good	the	other	day”,	I	told	her.		
“It	was	probably	Jesus!”	
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Customer	Service	
Whereas	Malek	expressed	caution	and	extreme	doubt	regarding	the	halal	signs	in	the	
Devon	Avenue,	Kabir,	a	young	Muslim	entrepreneur	from	India,	emphasized	his	
customer	service	skills	than	the	authenticity	of	halalness.		
“Are	Bhai!	They	are	all	halal,	everything	is	halal	here,	but	what	matters	here	are	
people	skills,	right?	You	want	to	come	back	to	the	place.	See,	I	keep	my	place	clean;	I	
greet	my	customers.	Most	desi	store	owners	lack	customer	service	skills,	you	know.”	
I	stopped	by	his	store	one	late	night.	I	forgot	my	notebook.	He	was	gracious	
enough	to	tear	a	page	from	his	notebook,	which	was	hidden	behind	the	counter.	Then	we	
started	talking	about	the	restaurant	business.	
“Being	a	professional	chef	is	not	an	easy	job.	Most	of	these	places	do	not	have	
professional	chefs.	It	is	not	easy.	Service	is	important.	Most	desi	places	do	not	understand	
the	concept	of	customer	service.	They	don't	smile	and	greet	the	customers.	Most	people	
expect	that.	You	would	if	you	go	to	an	American	restaurant	or	a	gora	[white	people]	that	
will	come	here,	right?”	As	we	were	chatting	about	customer	service,	a	south	Asian	woman	
walked	in	to	the	store.	After	ordering	and	while	she	was	about	to	pay,	she	started	
complaining	about	the	added	tax.	She	didn’t	want	to	pay	the	sales	tax.		After	she	left,	
Kabir	turned	to	me	and	smiled,	“See,	this	is	what	desis	are	like.”	Another	storeowner	also	
confirmed	this.	Some	customers	do	not	want	to	pay	the	tax;	they	just	want	to	round	it	up.		
	 The	conversation	with	Kabir	dominated	on	the	topic	of	customer	service	and	
business.	I	tried	to	bring	religion	into	the	conversation	but	he	wasn’t	interested.	He	was	
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emphasizing	how	his	new	business	will	be	different	than	the	rest	of	Devon	and	how	he	
plans	to	succeed.		
	
The	guts	and	the	livers	
Bashir,	a	young	storeowner,	came	to	the	United	States	seven	years	ago.	At	first,	he	was	
working	for	another	store	then	he	saved	up	some	money	and	opened	his	own	grocery	
store	that	sells	halal	meat	and	other	items.	I	had	a	long,	detailed	conversation	about	the	
complexity	of	the	meat	business	in	Devon	Avenue.	He	also	emphasized	the	customer	
service	aspect	of	his	business	like	Kabir,	“Everyone	gets	the	meat	from	the	same	supplier	
and	the	price	is	the	same.		So	why	should	people	come	to	my	store?	I	am	nice.	I	smile	and	
I	talk	nice.		Customers	like	that	--	desis	or	non-desis.	They	say,	hey	Bashir	is	good.	Maybe	
I	will	keep	buying	meat	from	him.	It	is	not	just	religious	people.	I	know	there	is	scientific	
evidence	that	the	Islamic	way	of	slaughtering	the	meat	is	healthier.	But	I	have	non-
Muslim,	American,	Hispanic,	non-religious	regular	customers.	They	find	the	meat	better	
so	they	keep	coming	back	to	my	store.	Of	course,	some	of	these	people	are	stricter	about	
religion	than	others.	I	don’t	care	as	long	as	they	are	loyal	to	the	store.	My	theory	is	if	you	
are	paying	for	something,	you	better	get	a	nice	product	and	good	quality	service.	That	is	
my	goal.”		
Some	customers	prefer	the	liver	and	guts	of	the	cow,	Bashir	explained.	Usually	the	
suppliers	do	not	send	them.	Sometime	the	liver	contains	worms	that	pose	a	health	risk.	
Before	they	send	the	stuff,	there	is	an	inspection	that	happens.	His	store	went	through	
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the	health	code	inspections	and	most	slaughtering	houses	have	similar	inspections	–	
sometimes	yearly,	sometimes	without	notice.	
	
Eating	right	in	the	right	place	at	the	right	time	
The	previous	accounts	show	three	different	things:	1)	finding	and	consuming	halal	food	is	
important	for	Muslims;	2)	the	definition	of	halal	varies	from	person	to	person,	and	even	
though	these	variations	are	contested,	no	one	considers	them	as	deviations	from	the	
sharia;	and	3)	there	are	a	wide	variety	of	restaurants	and	stores	that	cater	to	the	dietary	
needs	of	Muslims	--	some	are	Muslim	owned	small	shops,	some	are	local	and	global	
franchises.	These	stores	are	part	of	the	social	and	cultural	life	of	the	City	of	Chicago.		
	 What	explains	these	variations	and	different	motivations	towards	halal	food?	Class	
and	educational	backgrounds	is	one	of	the	factors.	As	we	have	seen	Malek,	Mahmoud,	
Parvez,	who	are	from	a	similar	educational	background,	seemed	to	care	most	about	the	
authenticity	of	halal	in	their	own	different	ways.	Halim	and	Suleiman	lacked	higher	
educational	degrees	and	could	be	identified	as	slightly	lenient	but	they	still	consider	
themselves	devout	and	following	halal	restrictions.	For	Kabir	and	Bashir,	religion	is	
important	but	they	have	a	more	of	an	entrepreneurial	spirit	that	helps	them	navigate	the	
competitive	halal	market	in	Devon	Avenue.	They	might	not	be	interested	in	talking	about	
the	strictness	of	halal	as	much	as	Malek	but	at	the	same	time	they	identify	as	Muslim	and	
follow	the	dietary	restrictions.	The	variation	also	depends	on	specific	local	aspects.	If	
there	were	not	any	halal	KFC	in	the	neighborhood,	the	concern	that	was	raised	by	that	
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place	would	not	have	been	there.	The	authentic	nature	of	halalness	would	have	remained	
unchallenged	without	a	presence	of	another	type	of	halal.109			
	 Whether	it	is	in	Burger	King	or	Tahoora,	halalness	manifests	itself	differently	in	
different	spaces.	And	it	depends	on	the	motivation	and	background	of	the	actors	involved	
in	the	process	while	interlinked	processes	and	expediency	also	plays	a	role	in	these	
varying	interpretations.	If	someone	drives	two	hours	to	come	to	Devon	to	find	halal	meat,	
it	is	not	always	for	religious	reason.	The	lack	of	a	halal	grocery	store	near	his	or	her	
dwelling	plus	other	opportunities	for	shopping	in	Devon	also	play	a	role.	Similarly,	if	
someone	prefers	not	to	go	to	KFC,	this	is	first	due	to	not	trusting	KFC’s	claim	to	halalness	
but	at	the	same	time	preferring	other	fried	chicken	or	different	food	than	what	is	offered	
at	KFC.	If	we	just	look	at	these	accounts	solely	through	the	lens	of	religion	and	sharia,	we	
miss	the	nuances	brought	forth	by	the	personal	accounts	and	descriptions.	When	
someone	goes	from	Tahoora	to	Burger	King,	the	boundary	between	moral	and	“immoral”	
space	is	blurred.	Sharia	is	enacted	in	both	places	--	sometime	by	the	same	actor	in	
different	spaces	--	but	still	the	underlying	moral	order	for	the	person	remains	the	same:	
the	command	from	God	to	eat	what	is	wholesome	and	good.	And	of	course	the	
definitions	of	these	terms	are	constantly	reshaped	by	our	everyday	actions.		
	
																																																						
109	The	question	of	authenticity	is	very	significant	when	it	comes	to	food	preparation,	presentation,	
dissemination,	and	consumption.	The	issue	of	authentic	food	is	not	necessarily	limited	to	religiously	
permitted	food:	“The	fact	that	deviations	from	the	norm	are	often	met	with	derision,	disgust,	and	
hostility	suggests	that	food	traditions	have	genuine	normative	authority.	…Food	is	a	constant	necessity	
and	its	procurement	and	consumption	requires	a	robust	social	context,	so	it	is	deeply	woven	with	our	
history	and	emotions,	it	is	naturally	associated	with	a	sense	of		“at	homeness,”	of	location,	and	intimacy.	
Food	rules	have	normative	authority	because	their	violation	is	an	affront	to	our	self-concept	and	
threatens	our	implicit	sense	of	security	that	we	expect	from	food”	(Furrow	2016:135).		
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Conclusion	
I	found	echoes	of	the	sermon	presented	at	the	beginning	of	this	chapter	during	my	
conversations	with	various	people.	The	starting	point	for	most	of	my	discussions	
regarding	halal	was	indeed	avoiding	pork,	alcohol	and	making	sure	to	consume	meat	
from	properly	slaughtered	animals;	at	the	same	time,	halal	for	these	people	is	not	just	
about	food.	It	is	an	ethos,	a	site	of	contestation	(between	halal	and	non-halal	choices),	
and	a	method	of	purifying	the	body	and	the	soul.	As	the	conversations	recounted	in	this	
chapter	make	clear,	sharia	is	the	source	of	halal	regulations,	however,	approaches	towards	
understanding	and	applying	these	regulations	vary.	In	other	words,	the	source	of	dietary	
and	other	restrictions	does	emanate	from	one	single	source	but	the	practices	lack	a	
coherent	strand.	Here	people’s	actions	and	choices	transcend	the	boundaries	between	
juridical	reasoning	and	everyday	practices.	There	are	complicated	scholarly	debates	based	
on	different	verses	and	interpretations	but	sometime	it	boil	downs	to	how	far	do	I	need	to	
walk	or	how	much	do	I	have	to	pay	for	this	halal	item.	This	does	not	imply	that	the	
scholarly	debates	are	irrelevant	--	they	definitely	impact	people’s	actions	--	but	these	
debates	are	received,	contested	and	mediated	through	everyday	choices.		
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Chapter	6	
Conclusion	
	
Sunday,	Dec	9,	2012		
I	arrived	in	Devon	around	10am.	It	was	a	gloomy,	drizzly	morning.	The	streets	were	still	half	
empty.	I	parked	my	car	at	the	Devon	Bank	parking	lot	(parking	there	on	weekends	is	free	
whereas	it	is	not	free	until	9pm	on	the	street,	even	on	Sunday.	Later	that	day,	I	saw	
someone	arguing	about	the	parking	enforcement	on	Sunday).	I	took	a	left	on	Devon	and	
walked	toward	Hyderabad	House.	It	is	a	good	spot	for	breakfast.		
	
I	went	in	and	ordered	some	Keema	Kichri.	The	place	was	not	that	busy,	I	thought	I	probably	
missed	the	early	morning	breakfast	rush.	I	saw	the	owner	recognizable	in	his	flat	turban.	I	
put	in	my	order	and	sat	next	to	the	counter	in	order	to	listen	in	on	what	people	were	
ordering.	The	TV	was	on	the	SONY	channel	showing	“Aradhana,”	a	Bollywood	classic	from	
the	1970’s	starring	Rajesh	Khanna	and	Sharmila	Tagore.	Someone	asked	about	the	famous		
“Meri	sapne	ki	rani”	song	--	was	it	from	this	movie?	The	owner	replied	“oh	ya!	That	was	a	
good	song”	(it	means	“the	girl	from	my	dream”).		
	
This	is	a	Hyderabadi	place	that	is	frequented	primarily	by	a	Muslim	clientele	(85%	
according	to	the	owner)	but	love	of	Bollywood	films	(mostly	the	classic	ones)	runs	across	
religious	and	ethnic	lines.		The	service	was	ok	(Anwar	Bhai	--	the	ever	present,	tired	server	--	
is	very	quick).	As	I	waited	for	my	food,	a	few	customers	walked	in	to	pick	up	items	ordered	
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over	the	phone.	A	desi	couple	sat	down	next	to	me.	Usually	this	is	a	male	dominated	space	
so	I	was	surprised	to	see	both	of	them	there.		An	older	gentleman,	presumably	a	grandfather	
and	his	grandkid,	were	enjoying	their	breakfast	at	another	corner.	I	think	they	were	also	
having	the	Kichri.	The	food	arrived	and	I	started	eating	using	my	hand.	Then	I	saw	a	tall	
white	gentleman	walk	in	wearing	an	Illini	T-shirt.	Wow!	That's	a	coincidence.	I	was	too	
busy	eating	and	watching	the	movie	so	I	couldn't	bring	myself	to	start	a	conversation.	He	
seemed	to	know	the	owner.	He	got	some	tea	and	went	along	on	his	merry	way.			
	
“Imagine	the	restaurant	like	a	stage”	--	Karla	Erickson	(2004:77)	asks	us	to	reconsider	the	
restaurant	space	as	a	place	for	performance	that	does	more	than	just	serve	food.	There	are	
backstage	exchanges	and	interactions	--	she	compares	these	to	dance	moves	--	that	are	
often	times	invisible	to	the	customers.	While	Erickson	was	mostly	interested	in	the	
service	workers,	the	metaphor	of	the	stage	and	performance	helped	me	to	visualize	the	
various	spaces	and	behind	the	stage	connections	that	are	part	of	halal	food	and	sharia	in	
the	United	States.	Most	of	my	conversations	and	observations	happened	in	restaurants	
such	as	Hyderabad	House	while	consuming	halal	food	and	talking	about	sharia.	The	
stories	that	came	out	of	these	restaurants	and	stores	helped	me	to	draw	a	picture	of	the	
spaces	of	sharia	in	the	United	States.	These	spaces	are	first	and	foremost	enacting	
religious	rituals.	At	the	same	time	there	are	social,	global	and	local	economic	and	political	
actors	and	processes	at	work	that	interact	in	a	variety	of	ways.		
In	the	preceding	chapters,	I	elaborated	on	how	Muslims	in	the	United	States	
negotiate	and	construct	not	just	Muslim	spaces	but	moral	spaces	while	following	Islamic	
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dietary	restrictions	in	a	variety	of	different	ways.	The	first	chapter	provided	some	
background	reflections	on	methods.	My	methodological	approach	helped	me	to	
understand	the	grand	scheme	of	Islam	and	sharia	but	the	at	the	same	time	understand	
everyday	day	activities.	The	second	chapter	provided	a	historical	overview	of	Islam	in	the	
United	States.	I	explored	the	historical	trajectories	from	the	slave	trade	to	World	War	II	
then	to	the	post-1965	era	to	show	how	global	and	local	events	have	changed	the	face(s)	of	
Islam	in	the	United	States	and	as	a	result	how	Islam	has	been	understood	and	perceived	
throughout	the	years.	All	of	the	people	I	talked	with	came	to	the	United	States	after	1965.	
Some	of	them,	highly	educated	in	the	fields	of	science,	medicine,	and	engineering	
influenced	by	modernist	ideals	of	rationality	and	progress	along	with	Islamic	revivalist	
understandings	of	pure	and	true	Islam,	started	dominating	Muslim	American	
organizations	such	as	the	MSA	and	ISNA	in	the	late	1970’s	and	early	1980’s	(Howell	2014).	
One	of	the	agenda-setting	tasks	of	these	organizations	and	people	involved	was	to	
establish	halal	certification	and	call	for	halal	standardization	(Riaz	and	Chaudry	2003).	
This	is	also	the	time	when	the	world	witnessed	the	banning	of	artificial	sweeteners,	MSG	
(Sand	2005)	that	in	turn	influenced	how	people	in	general	understood	food	and	food	
labeling.		The	food	industry	and	consumers	also	witnessed	various	food	audit	regimes	
that	provided	a	system	of	neoliberal	governance	(Guthman	2003)	which	in	turn	impacted	
how	kosher	and	halal	food	items	were	labeled	(Campbell,	Murcott	and	MacKenzie	2011).	
The	proliferation	of	halal	signs	in	Devon	Avenue	is	part	of	these	wider	phenomena.		
In	the	third	chapter,	I	described	the	various	details	of	Islamic	dietary	restrictions	
and	expanded	on	the	sources	of	varying	opinions	found	amongst	Muslims	in	the	United	
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States.	I	also	described	the	process	of	certifying	halal	food	that	connects	farms,	
slaughterhouses,	stores	and	countries	that	receive	the	exported	meat	and	food	items.	The	
idea	of	small	to	large-scale	halal	slaughterhouses	and	certification	processes	is	a	fairly	
new	phenomenon.	Muslims	living	in	a	Muslim	majority	country	never	had	to	seek	a	halal	
butcher	or	ask	for	certification.	But	as	demand	for	meat	and	other	processed	food	
increased,	more	and	more	meat	started	to	be	imported	from	Australia	and	New	Zealand	
to	Muslim	majority	countries	(Lever	and	Miele	2012).	Malaysia	was	one	of	the	first	
countries	to	regulate	the	state	standard	for	halal	and	set	out	to	be	a	global	player	for	
determining	the	standard	for	halal	globally:	“Malaysian	branded	halal,	as	a	result,	has	
risen	from	national	policy	objective,	to	become	an	internationally	recognized	benchmark	
that	fuses	Islamic	traditions	with	the	demands	of	the	international	market”	(Lever	2016:	
34).	The	diaspora	around	the	world	also	carried	this	ethos	forward	(Fischer	2008).	As	
meat	consumption	increased	globally,	so	the	process	behind	it	became	more	efficient	and	
modern	(Lee	2008).	The	halal	slaughter	industry	is	part	of	these	changes.	A	cow	
slaughtered	in	Nebraska	following	the	precepts	of	sharia	might	end	up	in	the	restaurants	I	
visited	or	could	be	exported	to	Malaysia	powered	by	the	certification	authority	based	in	
Chicago.	Even	though	this	is	a	vast	global	business	network,	there	are	clear	local	
manifestations	such	as	the	indictment	of	the	owners	of	Midamar	in	Iowa.	This	local	
manifestation	includes	legal	proceedings	that	deal	with	halal	food.		
In	the	fourth	chapter,	I	expanded	the	stage	to	the	streets	around	the	neighborhood	
to	understand	Devon	Avenue	better.	The	halal	restaurants	and	stores	are	the	spaces	
where	sharia	is	enacted	and	these	spaces	are	also	part	of	the	social	and	moral	fabric	of	the	
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neighborhood	where	Muslims	feel	comfortable.	At	the	same	time	these	stores	and	the	
surrounding	streets	are	part	of	a	complex	urban	space	and	the	culture	and	diversity	of	
places	like	Devon	can	create	“corner	store	cosmopolitanism”	(Kasinitz,	Zukin,	and	Chen	
2016:196;	Hall	2012)	where	“in	a	world	of	perpetual	journeys	and	migrations,	they	are	often	
the	first	meeting	place	between	people	from	different	parts	of	the	globe	who	are	brought	
together	by	rituals	of	commerce	rather	than	by	shared	cultural	rituals”	(Kasinitz,	Zukin,	
and	Chen	2016:196).	These	are	also	spaces	that	blur	the	distinctions	between	private	and	
public	(Erickson	2004),	and	between	sacred	and	profane	(Sen	2013).	Sometimes	there	are	
clear	insiders	and	outsiders	in	these	places;	sometimes	we	are	all	just	eating.	People	hang	
out	here	to	talk	politics,	watch	movies	and	sports,	pray,	or	come	to	eat	before	or	after	
praying.	The	restaurants	interact	with	the	community	in	variety	of	ways	such	as	by	
donating	food	to	the	various	religious	organizations	(both	Muslim	and	non-Muslim)	and	
accepting	food	stamps	that	some	of	the	residents	rely	on.		
In	the	fifth	chapter,	I	detailed	the	conversations	that	provided	a	personal	narrative	
of	how	people	negotiate	dietary	restrictions	when	there	are	multiple	interpretations	and	
understandings	of	halal	food.	I	also	tried	to	understand	how	people	view	Devon	Avenue	
as	a	moral	space.	Two	recent	works	(Robinson	2014;	Dahlan-Taylor	2012)	that	dealt	with	
the	issue	of	halal	food	in	the	United	States	provided	similar	narratives	of	people.110	My	
project	contributes	to	these	ongoing	discussions	about	the	moral	aspects	of	halal	food	
consumption	in	the	United	State	by	providing	further	details	such	as	a	spatial	
																																																						
110	For	an	European	perspective	see	Bonne	et	al	(2008).	
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understanding	and	also	by	connecting	the	local	issues	with	historical	and	global	
trajectories.		
	
Toward	a	multi-layered	understanding	of	sharia	and	Islam	in	the	United	States	
Norman	Wirzba	(2011)	in	his	book	“Food	and	theology”	talks	about	the	implications	of	
simply	taking	a	bite:		
To	eat	is	to	be	implicated	in	a	vast,	complex,	interweaving	set	of	life	and	death	
dramas	in	which	we	are	only	one	character	among	many.	No	matter	how	solitary	
our	eating	experience	may	be,	every	sniff,	chomp,	and	swallow	connects	us	to	vast	
global	trade	networks	and	thus	to	biophysical	and	social	worlds	beyond	ourselves.	
The	moment	we	chew	on	anything	we	participate	in	regional,	geographic	histories	
and	in	biochemical	processes	that,	for	all	their	diversity	and	complexity,	defy	our	
wildest	imagination	and	most	thorough	attempts	at	comprehension.	The	minute	
we	contemplate	or	talk	about	eating,	we	show	ourselves	to	be	involved	in	culinary	
traditions	and	cultural	taboos,	as	well	as	moral	quandaries	and	spiritual	quests.	To	
amend	an	ecologist’s	maxim:	we	can	never	only	bite	into	one	thing	(Wirzba	2011:	
4).		
	
This	dissertation	bites	into	different	things.	While	religion	may	be	the	immediate	context	
of	the	debates	and	issues	I	presented	here,	these	debates	instantiate	a	much	more	
expansive	moral	trajectory.	There	is	no	doubt	that	the	halal	food	industry	and	in	general	
the	halal	industry	is	a	Wild	West	of	sorts	open	to	innovative	products	and	consumption	
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practices.	A	2007	Forbes	article	poses	the	question,	“How	do	you	sell	halal	to	an	infidel?”	
(Power	and	Gatsiounis	2007)	in	the	context	of	companies	like	Nestlé’s	approach	to	
producing	and	marketing	halal	food:	
	
Nestlé’s	hope	is	that	halal	will	reach	an	audience	beyond	Muslims.	Precedent	for	a	
religious	food’s	breakout	into	the	broader	market	comes	from	the	American	
kosher	sector.	….	How	do	you	sell	halal	to	an	infidel?	Talk	about	health,	purity	and	
ethics.	That	image	would	dovetail	with	Nestlé’s	new	push	as	a	health-and-wellness	
company.	“We	see	halal	as	something	which	can	develop	along	the	lines	of	organic	
food,”	says	KasehDia’s	Evans.	Opening	the	first	World	Halal	Forum	last	year	in	
Kuala	Lumpur,	Malaysian	Prime	Minister	Abdullah	Badawi	invoked	halal	as	“that	
which	is	good,	healthy,	safe	and	high	quality	in	all	aspects	of	life.	[It]	represents	
values	that	are	held	in	high	regard	by	all	peoples,	cultures	and	religions”	(Power	
and	Gatsiounis	2007).		
	
The	forces	of	these	markets	are	unavoidable	in	any	sphere	of	modern	city	life.	But	at	the	
same	time	there	are	strict	religious	guidelines	of	sharia	that	Muslims	have	to	follow.	One	
interesting	finding	from	my	project	was	to	show	how	talk	of	halal	can	change	from	a	
platform	of	sharia	to	“health,	purity,	and	ethics”	in	order	for	it	to	be	more	palatable	for	a	
general	audience.	Even	though	there	are	differences	of	opinion	among	different	schools	of	
sharia	the	companies,	certification	agencies,	and	marketing	outfits	are	focusing	on	a	
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universalizing	Islamic	experience	that	is	guaranteed	to	be	sharia	compliant	but	without	
the	complicated	history	of	the	past	1400	years	of	debate	and	discussion.		
	
	
Figure	14:	Various	halal	logos	that	are	used	around	the	world.	
	
It	is	clear	that	Muslims	in	the	United	States	are	still	trying	to	figure	out	the	exact	
process	of	halal	meat	production,	dissemination,	regulations,	and	to	certain	extent	
consumption.	While	this	process	continues,	the	religious	and	moral	obligations	for	
Muslims	do	not	take	a	break.	How	these	obligations	are	transformed	into	action	is	the	
challenge	that	this	work	tried	to	address.			
In	the	remainder	of	this	conclusion,	I	argue	for	a	multi-layered	theoretical	and	
methodological	approach	to	understanding	sharia	and	Islam	in	the	United	States.	The	
ultimate	goal	of	this	approach	is	to	look	inside	the	black	box	of	sharia	and	shed	light	onto	
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the	daily	practices	of	Muslims	in	the	United	States.	The	details	of	the	individual	practices	
provide	us	with	a	much	more	nuanced	understanding	of	sharia.	But	we	also	need	to	
understand	the	scale	and	scope	and	connections	that	go	beyond	the	individual.	By	
redefining	our	understanding	of	space,	we	can	see	how	practices	vary	spatially	(Henkel	
2007;	Walton	2010)	and	how	they	produce	different	spaces	(Perkins	2012).	As	I	have	
shown,	my	interlocutors	have	a	variety	of	different	ways	of	understanding	and	enacting	
sharia,	where	sharia	is	not	an	abstract	form	but	rather	assumes	multiple	forms	in	the	
specific	urban	settings	of	the	city	of	Chicago.	This	is	not	to	argue	that	the	practices	lack	
coherence	(Hammond	2014;	Numrich	2012)	rather	that	they	operate	within	a	coherent	
structure	of	Islam	that	manifests	itself	in	different	forms	in	conjunction	with	the	variety	
of	global	and	local	forces.		
Islam	and	Muslims	are	not	foreign	or	alien	concepts	anymore	in	the	United	States	
(Bilici	2012;	Jackson	2009).	In	Finding	Mecca	in	America:	How	Islam	is	Becoming	an	
American	Religion,	Mucahit	Bilici	(2012)	looks	at	Islam	in	cultural,	political,	and	economic	
spaces,	arguing	that	Islam	and	America	are	“entangled”	(2012:203)	and	“enmeshed”	(2012:	
204).	He	argues:	
	
Islam	is	now	more	American	than	ever	before.	The	decade	of	foreign	Islam	–	the	
2000’s,	the	decade	of	9/11,	characterized	by	the	discourse	of	jihad	–	is	giving	way	to	
a	new	decade	of	domestic	Islam,	characterized	by	sharia	law.	No	longer	sharp	or	
shocking	enough,	jihad	talk	is	being	replaced	by	concern	over	sharia	as	the	new	
tool	of	Islamophobia.	Jihad	was	looming	but	sharia	is	creeping.	Not	only	is	Islam	an	
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imminent	danger,	but	it	is	dangerously	close	to	becoming	immanent	(Bilici	2012:	
204).	
	
In	this	immanent	frame,	the	contingencies	of	--	that	is	the	everyday	aspects	of	--	sharia	
touch	multiple	spaces.	All	these	are	happening	in	Chicago	and	in	various	other	parts	of	
the	United	States	of	America.	The	people	I	talked	with	are	multi-faceted	individuals;	
where	religion	is	just	aspects	of	themselves	that	they	highlighted.	These	people,	who	live	
in	cities	like	Chicago	and	other	places,	might	be	coming	to	the	restaurants	on	their	way	to	
pray	at	the	mosque	five	times	a	day	or	attend	comedy	festivals	(Bilici	2012),	poetry	recitals	
(Bodiwala	2015),	concerts	(Hemmasi	2011;	Fiscella	2012),	and	parades	(Abdullah	2009;	
Afzal	2015).	They	might	be	dealing	with	sharia	in	other	domains	of	their	lives	such	as	
education	(Memon	2011;	Grewal	2014),	mortgages	and	finance	(Maurer	2005),	marriage	
and	divorce	(Moore	2010;	Macfarlane	2012),	death.111	Often	these	domains	are	not	defined	
by	just	solely	individualized	practices.	There	are	specific	spatial	and	social	aspects	to	
these	practices	where	Muslims	are	creating	a	moral	trajectory	that	is	part	of	this	country’s	
day-to-day	operations.	There	is	no	doubt	that	some	of	these	issues	will	be	hotly	debated	-
-	both	by	Muslims	and	by	non-Muslims	--	but	that	is	the	nature	and	sign	of	a	healthy	
political	and	civic	process.	Devon	Avenue,	Chicago,	and	the	question	of	halal	meat	
production	and	consumption	--	as	complicated	as	it	might	be	to	non-Muslims	--	is	a	slice	
of	sharia,	American	religion	and	morality.	Before	taking	this	bite,	we	might	not	know	how	
																																																						
111	At	the	time	of	this	writing,	I	am	not	aware	of	any	studies	that	looked	at	burial	practices	of	Muslims	in	the	
United	States.	Since	I	came	into	this	country	(1998),	I	attended	two	funerals	of	acquaintances	of	mine	
who	were	buried	in	the	United	States	at	Muslim	cemeteries.	
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this	slice	will	taste,	whether	or	not	it	will	be	100%	halal	or	not	but	it	will	be	a	challenging	
and	fascinating	moral	trajectory.	
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